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My heart is as boundless as eternity. . . .


—Abigail May to her brother Samuel Joseph, 1828





Introduction
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Abigail May Alcott, the mother of Louisa, was the inspiration for one of the most beloved characters in American literature, Little Women’s Marmee. Born in Boston in 1800 and raised without formal schooling, Abigail struggled to educate herself, worked to support her family, encouraged her daughters’ careers, and dedicated herself to ensuring equal rights for women and to ending slavery. A gifted writer, she composed hundreds if not thousands of letters and kept a journal from the time she was ten. But because her daughter and husband burned some of her letters and journals after her death, in 1877, scholars have long assumed that Abigail’s papers no longer exist. “Where will you get your information about Abigail?” one of Louisa’s biographers asked me a few years ago as I began work on Marmee & Louisa, a biography of the Alcott mother and daughter. “There’s nothing there.”


It is true that in her seventies Abigail asked Louisa to destroy all her private papers, hoping to protect her family and especially her husband from embarrassing revelations about their private lives and unhappy marriage. Louisa attempted after her mother’s death to fulfill Abigail’s wish but found she could not bear to complete the task any more than she could burn all of her own letters and journals, as Louisa told at least one friend she wished to do. Meanwhile, Abigail’s widower, Bronson Alcott, edited, rewrote, and did burn some of his late wife’s papers. No one will ever know the contents of what he destroyed. But we can infer that it contained information even more intimate and troubling than what survives about his failure to support his family and his apparent indifference to their physical and emotional needs. Collections of Alcott papers contain numerous references to the alteration of family documents. “53 Destroyed. Letters 1861,” a curator wrote in a volume of Abigail’s original letters at Harvard’s Houghton Library from which scores of pages were obviously cut out. Inside the volume’s cover a descendant wrote, “Some letters have been destroyed by family, as unnecessary and unsuitable for others’ inspection, reflecting hardship & troubles of personal nature. Many letters herein have been copied & are so marked in red pencil by A.B. Alcott, for use in the life of his wife he had planned to publish.” The bound volumes that Bronson kept of his own letters are littered with curators’ notations such as “numerous excisions . . . some excisions . . . numerous excisions.”


And yet, despite all the Alcotts’ efforts to purge the family record, thousands of Abigail’s words, in hundreds of pages of letters and journals, remain in archival and private collections, mostly unpublished and unexamined. In exploring these collections while preparing this volume, I have been amazed at the amount of material that still exists in Abigail’s hand. It is an unexpected trove and, as I discovered while writing Marmee & Louisa, a biographer’s dream.


My Heart Is Boundless, the first compilation of Abigail’s writings, is a sampling of her extant papers, meant to convey the spirit rather than the whole. Future investigations will no doubt unearth more of Abigail’s private papers, just as works of her famous daughter continue to be discovered in attic trunks. Two letters from Abigail to a friend were discovered in the early twenty-first century in the house in western Maine to which she had mailed them in 1848. My Heart Is Boundless includes her letters, journal entries, and other miscellaneous papers, including a few recipes. Most of these documents are in the collections of Harvard University and Orchard House, the Alcott museum and educational center in Concord, Massachusetts. I also include portions of previously unknown family letters describing May and Alcott family life from the 1830s to the 1870s. Among the many subjects that possessed Abigail are mother-daughter relationships, childrearing, marriage and divorce, success, education, slavery and abolition, female suffrage, diet, health, cooking, housekeeping, male-female relationships, and death. In this collection I have arranged her papers chronologically by subject, so that an entry Abigail wrote during her sixties about her childhood appears in the childhood section. All available information about the date and place of composition is included in the text or explanatory notes.


Abigail encouraged Louisa to write and in many senses gave Louisa her voice. On the page Abigail herself comes across as theatrical, poignant, passionate, and often satirical. She seemed effortlessly to coin aphorisms, such as:


In this world of folly and fashion,
a man’s hat is the most essential part of his head.


Wisdom must be fed and clothed,
and neither the butcher nor tailor
will take pay in aphorisms or hypotheses.


We are all part and parcel of this condition of things,
and I for one am a restless fragment and can’t find my niche.


Some flowers give out little or no odour, until crushed.


Indeed, some scholars consider Abigail “a better writer than her more famous daughter,” according to the Alcott family biographer Madelon Bedell. That is for the reader to decide. Ironically, Abigail’s celebrated husband, though a charismatic speaker, could not write a lucid sentence to save his life, according to many who knew him. As James Russell Lowell wrote of Bronson, “While he talks he is great but goes out like a taper / If you shut him up closely with pen, ink, and paper.” Abigail, on the other hand, was fully herself with pen, ink, and paper, as I hope this collection will demonstrate.


One aim of My Heart Is Boundless is to answer the fundamental question, Who was Abigail May Alcott? To her four children she was “Marmee.” To her husband she was a skilled housewife, excelling at domestic pursuits. To her daughter she was the person to whom Louisa felt closest in the world. Abigail gave Louisa her first journal, pushed her to write, and served as her mentor and muse. Louisa in turn pored over her mother’s journals and private papers in writing her novels and stories, at Abigail’s own insistence, and based many of those tales on Abigail’s character and experiences. Abigail’s actual words, many of them published here for the first time, illuminate the inner life of a remarkable nineteenth-century woman. I hope that My Heart Is Boundless will show Abigail May Alcott to be not just a mother, housewife, or even mentor to Louisa, but also an American writer and thinker who has too long been ignored.


—Eve LaPlante, August 2012





Early Years
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Near the end of her life, in 1872, and prompted in part by her family’s newfound celebrity in the wake of Little Women , Abigail composed an autobiographical sketch. Six years later, not long after her death, Bronson used this sketch as the basis of a manuscript he hoped to publish as his wife’s “Memoir of 1878.” There is no evidence of its publication, but small portions of the sketch will provide context throughout My Heart Is Boundless.


Abigail’s Autobiographical Sketch


I wish to record here as briefly as possible some of the events of my early life. I was born in Boston, October 8, 1800. My name was given me for my grandmother, Abigail Williams. I was christened at the Stone Chapel by Rev. R. James Freeman.1 My father was Joseph May, my mother Dorothy Sewall. I was the youngest of twelve children, born sickly, nursed by a sickly woman, and at six months was badly burned on the face and right hand.2


My mother was Dorothy Sewall, daughter of Samuel Sewall of Boston, by his wife Elizabeth Quincy, niece of Josiah Quincy of Revolutionary memory, and sister of Dorothy, the wife of John Hancock, for whom my mother was named. Though her own education had been a limited one, [my mother] was constantly solicitous that her daughters should be educated as fit companions for man. My [maternal] great-grandfather was Rev. Joseph Sewall of the Third Church.3 My direct ancestor, the father of Rev. Dr. Sewall, was Chief Justice [Samuel] Sewall (born in England 1652, died in Boston 1730).4


My father, Joseph May, was born March 25, 1760. His father, Samuel May, lived at that time at the South End of Boston, between what is now called Decatur Street and Davis Street. The town pier stood directly in front of his house. [My grandfather] kept a lumber wharf, the wake flowing on to his back yard, which extended to what is now called Harrison Street. My father . . . led a useful honorable life . . . and was never known to do a mean or selfish act. . . . He was truly a father of the fatherless and the widow’s friend. My father read a good deal when his office duties were over, and he was fond of furnishing me with good reading. He had a fine library, many rare books. He was for many years commander of the Cadets [of the Ancient and Honorable Artillery] and for forty years warden of King’s Chapel. He died February 27, 1841.


This antique little document was given me by my Father in 1840:


“Boston, 28 May 1801, Received of Joseph May Sixty-two dollars, in full for nursing his daughter Abigail, thirty-one weeks from 9th of October last . . . in full amount. Ebenezer Leland.”5


Owing to my delicate health I was much indulged [as a child], allowed to read a great deal, fed on nice food, and had many indulgences not given my sisters and brothers. I was rather a good child, but willful. My schooling was much interrupted by ill health. I read aloud a good deal to my mother and sisters when they were employed. I never cared much for society; parties I disliked. I danced well and remember at Mr. Turner’s school (1812–14) having for partners some boys who afterward became eminent divines.6


Miss Eliza Robbins was my teacher three years, from 1813 to 1816. She had a remarkable faculty for illustrating her lessons. There was no drone or loafer near her. She made each girl use the talents she had, to the best advantage. I can add my tribute of respect to her talents and excellence, and I shall cherish a grateful remembrance for all she was to me at that important period of my life. She was author of Popular Sermons, Poetry for Children, and other excellent schoolbooks. She died in July 1853.


Abigail’s father, who worked in business and insurance, sought the best education possible for his sons, and expected his four daughters to marry well and succeed as wives and mothers. Abigail’s “willfulness” worried him, as he suggested to her in a letter when she was ten.


To Abigail from her father


Boston, September 6, 1811


Dear Abby,


“To be good is to be happy” is an old maxim, one to which I pay great respect and can recommend it to my young friends, who are inexperienced in the ways of the world. Attention, kindness, gentleness, good nature, and a desire to please, tend to procure friends, and to diffuse pleasure to all around us; while industry, patience, perseverance, fidelity, and a desire to excel, make us useful and valuable members of society; and moral virtue, piety, and resignation, secure us peace in our bosoms, and the Smile of our heavenly Father. This [illegible] I hope will make a strong impression on your mind. You have lived much at home, and are now old enough to begin to see and know how other folk live, and how they conduct [themselves].


In spite of her father’s conventional goals, Abigail thirsted for the education that was afforded her brother by virtue of gender. While the four May sisters were tutored part-time at home after attending a few years of Ma’am school,7 her brother Samuel Joseph was prepared for college at the exclusive Chauncy Hall School, enrolled at Harvard College at fifteen, and graduated from Harvard Divinity School. Watching him, Abigail yearned to read history and literature, to learn Latin and Greek, and to use her mind to improve the world, as he was encouraged to do. Neither her father nor her society valued these goals in a girl, but Samuel Joseph, three years her senior, honored her ambition and devoted himself to aiding her in educating herself.


To Abigail, fourteen, from her seventeen-year-old brother at Harvard


Cambridge, August 14, 1815


My dear sister,


I assured you in my call and perhaps convinced you that there are no such things as innate ideas, at least you must take it for granted unless you prove the contrary, for if there were innate ideas all Mr. [John] Locke’s endeavors to prove how we acquired our knowledge would be useless, and it would be lost labor in me to try to show you what I have insisted to in my letters on Mr. Locke’s theory reflecting the origins of our ideas. I am so often interrupted and have so many calls upon my time that I shall not be able in this letter to finish with this topic, as I could wish. I should therefore leave the consideration of it till my next. I received your letter just as I gave mine to the stage driver or I should have acknowledged the arrival of it. Your conception of the meaning which Mr. Locke intends to convey, when he denies that there are any innate ideas, is I believe, similar to that of most people, and I do not deny that it is a reasonable inference from the general tenor of his discourse, though I believe he in no place makes a direct assertion to that affect.


What you say relative to education is certainly true. Nothing is of unimportance in the formation of the mind. (But more of education later.) You ask, “Why a man born blind can tell the color of a thing by touch?” I did not know that was the case, but I think I can show you how it would be possible. You know it is said and I believe proved that where a person is deprived of the use of one faculty, the others are proportionately augmented. Therefore when a piece of red or yellow silk is applied to the touch of a blind man, that sense in him is so strong that he is able through it to perceive something peculiar to that silk which he ever after retains in his mind, or in other words has an idea of yellow silk, though he cannot have one of colors. . . .


But more when we meet, S. J. May


All of Abigail’s sisters followed a young woman’s expected path by marrying suitable men and bearing children. Her sister Eliza was only seventeen at her wedding, in 1817. Not long before that wedding, Abigail, sixteen, and Eliza were visiting the family of Eliza’s intended, Benjamin Willis, in Portland, Maine.



From Abigail to her parents


Portland [Maine], Saturday, April 26, 1817


Well, my dear Parents, your girls have not set off yet. Our dear friends were so urgent for our stay that we could not with propriety leave them. We shall, however, leave here next week. We engaged our passage on board the Messenger, but before we were summoned we received your letter. Uncle sent a word to Capt Lowell that the Miss Mays would not go till next week. All we could say was to no avail. He would be obeyed. We had a charming letter from brother Sam. . . . When did you hear from [my] dear [sister] Louisa? We both wrote her a long letter on Saturday. I hope to meet the dear girl ’ere long. And soon I hope we shall all meet our dear parents in health.


Dear Parents, we shall return soon, and then, I promise you, will make the house laugh. Good bye and goodby, soon may you kiss your affectionate daughter, Abby.


From Abigail, seventeen, to her father


Portland, May 4, 1818


To Col. May,


Indeed, dear father, we have been strangers, no communication whatever. I told Louisa I was half a mind to be affronted with you because you were so silent.8 However your kind, delightful letter made all up, so [we] will kiss and be friends.


I am afraid I am too hard with my correspondents. I require too much of them. I love to write letters (when I may be allowed to talk my own language) to my dear friends, and I love still more to receive them. . . .


I wish I was near, just to comb your head a bit and get a kiss, before I say goodnight. But I must tell you I am Abby, your affectionate daughter, and be off.


Autobiographical sketch


In 1819 I went by the advice of my brother Samuel J. May to pass a year with his friend Miss Allyn of Duxbury, who assisted me in reviewing my studies.9 She became a most valuable teacher and aid in every way. With her I studied French, Latin, and Botany,10 and read History, very extensively, making notes of many works, such as Hume, Gibbon’s Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire, Hallam’s Middle Ages, Robertson’s Charles 5th, Goldsmith, Rollin, and many others.11 I did not love study, but books were always attractive.


From Abigail, eighteen, to her parents


Duxbury [Massachusetts], March 25, 1819


I cannot but think a further knowledge of myself and my situation will please you, my dear parents, and with this impulse, joined with that of ability to do it, I write you with pleasure. . . . My mind, character, and feelings are more under the control of reason than they have been. Under the constant direction of Miss Allyn my mind is cultivated and improved. She thinks the soil is not bad. This gives me assurance and excites me to action. I have nothing here to excite bad feelings, therefore by constantly entertaining good ones, I am in hopes they will become habitual, and strengthen with my strength.


Miss Allyn is a model worthy of imitation. By her character I form my own, and the very impossibility of being like her incites me to constant attention. From Louisa’s and Sam’s letters you probably have learned my subjects and studies, but I advance daily, and therefore my studies change or rather the course of reading varies them. We are at present . . . reading Stewart’s Essays, Miss Adams’s History of New England, and Bonnycastle’s Astronomy in the evening. In the morning I get a lesson in Historia Sacra and Grammar and read till dinner time in Miss Adams’s History. In the afternoon, two hours in Latin, two in Chemistry. In the evening [I read] in Bonnycastle with the globe and heaven to help me in comprehending this wonderful and sublime science. The heaven declares the Glory of God. The wisest and greatest men, both ancient and modern, confess themselves charmed with it. I can wish with Virgil who spoke of it with enthusiasm.


On Sunday we read Paley’s Horae Paulinae with the Epistles in the Bible. We have finished his Evidences, which have enlarged my ideas of Christianity wonderfully. Hutchinson’s History of Massachusetts with Holmes’s Annals and Belknap’s Lives have given me a thorough knowledge of our country. But Miss Allyn thought Miss Adams’s History good, and gave me that. . . . I have finished Ramsey’s Life of Washington, with an account of the American Revolution. This has interested me so much.


As regards the study of Latin, I do not know what your opinion is, but I should like it. . . . The Dr. and Miss Allyn advised it warmly.12 The Doctor thought it would give me a more perfect knowledge of my own language, and enable me to detect errors which otherwise would pass unnoticed. Miss Allyn thought it an exercise for the mind, memory, and attention. And as it does not prevent my pursuing other things of more importance, I have undertaken it, and have got as far as Cain and Abel in my Historia Sacra to parse. I continue a chapter in John, in the Latin testament, every Sunday, and am elated with my progress. I wrote to my brother to say nothing of this, for if I should not succeed I should be mortified to have you know it. I wish my pride was subdued as regards this. I am not willing to be thought incapable of any thing.




    


I am not willing to be thought incapable of any thing.








I have received a long letter from my brother. This good fellow has done so much for me that I cannot thank him, and am obliged to be silent and show my gratitude by improvement. He has written me often, and it does me much good to have letters from home. I wish you both would write me. . . .


The Dr. [Allyn] desires [I send you] his regards, thinks he knows you very well, and often describes your person and character—the red gaiters, mixed stockings, little bow in your cravat, and a thousand beauties which a partial daughter loves to talk about and describe. Miss Allyn says she was a neighbor of yours when you lived in Cross St. You assisted them at the death of her father. She and her sister were alone, and she says you kindly reproved them for not sending for you before, and with tears in her eyes says you are the best man that ever lived. And my mother sent them in some salmon for dinner the day before the funeral. . . .


I came here a stranger, and now I am provided with friends. This is delightfully flattering. I hope it is because I am good. I wish it was a possible thing to get a Caesar for Miss Allyn . . . do gratify me by buying it. . . . Miss Allyn has come to read [with me], and I must not break in upon our rule, for she does not herself. She puts every thing aside for order, and order is your first law. Remember I love you dearly; apprise me of your affection by an early letter to


Your affectionate daughter


To her sister Eliza May Willis, married with a newborn son


Duxbury, July 1819


Dear Eliza,


. . . You have been in my mind for these four days, almost sole proprietor, and sometimes intruder. I have made it a point of confidence not to think of home and home friends when I can be gaining a single new idea. . . .


A long letter from Louisa has awakened a remembrance of the delightful visit I spent in Portland a year this season and to strengthening all my resolutions. I must think of my sisters and their appendages.13 The sweet boy comes next in my mind’s eye. . . . I wish I could share your enjoyment in watching his advancement. Soon he will be whispering in your ear what hitherto he has only been able to show by fondness and winning looks, that he dearly loves you; soon he will be rivaling his Aunt [Abigail] in amo, amas, amat, . . . And may he like her thirst for knowledge, but, unlike her, may he be earlier gratified and better able to receive the draught, which intoxicates weak minds, but renders strong minds stronger. I could fill my paper with reflections on the sweet fellow, my hopes, wishes, expectation in his behalf, but the mother must be remembered, and to her I have a thousand things to say. . . .


Eliza, though a wife, though a mother, you are still a daughter and a sister, and permit me [to] share your pleasure and pains. I once was your twin sister.14 I trust in a great measure I am so now. But I feel a separation, a division, a something which I cannot describe. I seem gradually to be losing my knowledge of yourself, your character, mind, person, . . . and I fear, I dread an indifference may ensue. . . .


Your pursuits in life will probably be very different from mine, but still we may sympathize in feelings if not in action. . . . I may yet earn my bread by the knowledge this year has afforded me and spend the medium of [my] life in teaching a school. . . . I am straining every nerve of my mind and heart to be what I should be. . . .


    

    


I am straining every nerve of my mind and heart to be what I should be.





    


You see, my dear girl, how fulfilled I have been; my letter abounds in Ego. . . .


Your affectionate Sister A.


Before agreeing to return from Duxbury to her parents’ house in Boston, Abigail exacted from them a promise that they permit her to avoid socializing with young men, in order to continue her studies. Her father had encouraged her to accept a marriage proposal from his nephew, twenty-nine-year-old Samuel May Frothingham, of Portland, Maine. Abigail liked her cousin but was not sure she wished to be married. She desired an education and then, she hoped, to write or teach, two of the few professions open to single women.15


To her parents


Duxbury, October 8–10, 1819


Dear Father and Mother,


About returning home after an absence of ten months . . . [and] concluding the happiest term of my past life . . . I am naturally led to the retrospect, and am constantly reflecting on plans for my future good. This I often do, alone by myself, calmly. To my father and mother I would make known the result of my retrospective views, and consult on plans for my future good.


This day makes me nineteen years of age. Many of these years have been passed in trifling occupations, or wanton negligence, “talents wasted, time misspent.” But I have already consumed hours in unprofitable regrets. . . . Ten months have made me a new being within myself. . . .


I am resolved and nothing shall move me. I should like this winter to devote much of my time in study. . . . I am willing to do my share in the family, and more than my share, if I may be allowed to refuse visiting. This has been for a year or two one of the greatest taxes on me; and I must be permitted this winter to withdraw, or rather not to enter again those gay scenes where once was my delight. For visiting is altogether incompatible with study, and improvement. I own that some good may be gained in some circles, but in selecting friends, you give offense: it is better to treat everybody well, and be intimate with nobody. I cannot let this winter pass without much improvement in mind and habits. I feel as if I had just begun life, for I never enjoyed life rationally before. And I am every day more convinced that there are no real enjoyments but those which philosophy dictates and religion sanctions. . . .


You see, dear Parents, I am making Ego the heroine of my narrative. But Ego to me has been for several months the most interesting character I ever knew. . . . I have completed nothing, but I have begun much. I have nothing to show, but I have much to do. An education can never be completed; we must constantly progress in knowledge and virtue, or we must deteriorate. . . .


People often fear public opinion. . . . It shall be different with me. If I incur the epithet pedantic, or unsocial, or misanthropic, I must bear it patiently, and by the approbation of my own conscience, and those near friends who know my motives for excluding myself a little while from a gay circle, must outlive the unjust epithets bestowed upon me, and trust that time will obliterate the fiction of opinion, and confirm the decisions of truth.


I shall return in a fortnight. I wish you could come for me. The Dr and Miss Allyn would be highly gratified; it would be a delightful chance to take me home, and the ride would do you good. Let me have another of your kind letters. . . .


Your affectionate and grateful daughter, A.


Autobiographical sketch


August 2, 1819, I was called home [from Miss Allyn’s school] by the death of a dear cousin, Samuel M[ay] Frothingham, to whom I had virtually betrothed my affections.


My oldest sister, Catherine May Windship, died at Roxbury, Massachusetts on March 14, 1815. Her widower was Charles Williams Windship, E.D.


Elizabeth [Eliza] Sewall May married Benjamin Willis and died at Portland [Maine], March 4, 1822.


Mr. [Samuel] Greele married Miss Louisa May, October 17, 1823.


By the time Abigail was twenty-three, all her sisters—Catherine, Louisa, and Eliza—had gotten married and had children, and Catherine and Eliza had died. Abigail dreamed not of marriage but of opening a school at home or of writing. Meanwhile, Abigail had to spend much time in her twenties caring for her orphaned niece and nephews, Elizabeth Willis, Hamilton Willis, and Charles Windship. Abigail’s sixty-six-year-old mother, who had been frail as long as Abigail could remember, died in October 1825. A few months earlier, Samuel Joseph had married Lucretia Flagge Coffin, who would become Abigail’s closest female friend. In the late 1820s Abigail often brought her orphaned charges with her to stay with Samuel Joseph and Lucretia in Brooklyn, Connecticut, where he worked as a Unitarian minister. By 1828, with the death of their last surviving sister, Louisa May Greele, Abigail and Samuel Joseph were the only May siblings alive except a much older brother, Charles, who was absent during Abigail’s early life.


To her father


July 1824, Brooklyn, Connecticut


Dear Father . . . In the afternoon I set out for Canterbury on Mr. Prince’s nag.16 I got about two rods from the house when the saddle slipped. I disengaged my foot in just time enough to jump clear from the horse. I remounted after convincing myself that I was light, and rode through the village in style to Mr. Bacchus’s where my brother was taking tea. . . . I have often thought that an accident on horseback would lessen my courage, but these [accidents] have increased it. . . .


June 15, 1825, Brooklyn


. . . I am as happy as I ever expect to be in this life when I am with him [Samuel Joseph] and in Brooklyn, but I would not stay another moment if I thought I could give my mother sympathy. I am happy to be allowed the privilege of being with my dear Lucretia at this commencement, as it were, of her [married] life, and though our roads through life are wide apart, yet our horizon is the same. . . .


Brooklyn, November 1825


. . . The dying countenance of my beloved mother is vivid in my mind, but not more so than the appropriateness of her life and the active benevolence that characterized it. Her life was one of toil, but her happy death was that of the slumbering Christian.


. . . I find that on Sunday my mind dwells on the memorable Sabbath that I passed in the chamber of my dying mother. The contemplation of her death rather tranquillizes than excites me. She has been constantly before me since I came here. . . .


Abby


Autobiographical sketch


My mother [Dorothy Sewall] lost her parents at the early age of nine years. An orphan, she went to reside with her grandfather Dr. [Joseph] Sewall of the Old South Church Boston. Her oldest sister, Elizabeth Sewall, married Mr. Samuel Salisbury, who took Dorothy, my mother, home with her to Worcester. In this family she became acquainted with my father, who was an apprentice in Mr. Salisbury’s store. . . . After an engagement of nine years she married, being 24 years of age. . . . My mother’s most striking trait was her affectionate disposition. She adored her husband and children. She loved the whole human family, and went about doing good. . . . Though her own education had been a limited one, she was constantly solicitous that her daughters should be educated as fit companions for man.


Not long after Dorothy Sewall May’s death, Abigail’s sixty-five-year-old father began courting the widow of a former assistant minister at their church. To Abigail’s dismay, Colonel May was soon engaged to be married.



To a paternal cousin, Thomas May, of Richmond, Virginia


Boston, October 9, 1826


Dear Cousin,


My father has told me that he has not acknowledged the receipt of your acceptable offering. I reprimanded him severely, and he dared me to do it for him. . . .


My father has been very busy in conjugating the verb to love, and I assure you declines its moods and tenses inimitably. This is the only apology I can offer. . . .


To her father


Brooklyn [Connecticut], August 1, 1827


Dear Father,


I have lifted my foot from the rocker, seated my self at the minister’s desk, for the purpose of thanking you for the expression of a wish that I should write you. . . .17 [Mr. Dewey] preached on Sunday admirably. I only heard one sermon. That was as much as I could contain and I fear more than I could digest. I am of the opinion that great moral impressions cannot be made in one day, and if I can hear one on the Sabbath, I am satisfied that the rest of the day may be spent in reflection and appropriate duties. . . . Help [from servants] is not to be had for love or money. The farmers’ daughters prefer factories or trades; and those who from necessity live at service, work in the kitchen, but recreate in the parlor. This we could not endure: it engenders more mischief than is safe to be ventured.





Courtship and Marriage
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Abigail May met Bronson Alcott in 1827 while staying with her brother’s family in Brooklyn, Connecticut. Their courtship lasted nearly three years, during which they communicated mostly by letter. In the early spring of 1828, at the urging of Abigail’s brother, Bronson moved to Boston, where he was hired to start an infant school, the equivalent of a modern preschool. Not long afterward, to be near Bronson, twenty-seven-year-old Abigail returned from Connecticut to live in her father and stepmother’s house.


Autobiographical sketch


While at Brooklyn I met Mr. ‘A. Bronson Alcott,’ a teacher, professional Educator. His views on Education were very attractive to my brother as well as myself. I was charmed by his modesty, his earnest desire to promote better advantages for the young. Not an educated man himself, he was determined that the large fund of 1,000,000 (one million [dollars]) then given by Conn[ecticut] for educational purposes should be used for higher ends than they were appropriated to at that time. He concerted with Mr. May and they raised the salaries of the Common School Teachers and thus secured better teaching about this time.1



To Bronson Alcott


Brooklyn [Connecticut] Sept. 16, 1827


To Mr. Alcott,


Thank you, good Sire, for the kind remembrance you have manifested for Brooklyn friends. . . . Our infant is beautiful. . . .2 He laughs audibly at my facetious young “Little Bo Peep . . .”


This leads me to an interesting part of our conversation, Female Education, its defects and deficiencies, which have from time immemorial kept us in a latitude unrecognized and oppressive to our moral health and intellectual growth. The good [William] Russell has come forth as a pioneer to our emancipation.3 He is gently removing the veil, and men are beginning to see that we are intelligent, accountable beings. He is continuously admitting the light of truth, having been taught by experience that truth is no welcome guest when it comes in the garb of innovation; and that ignorance is easily dazzled to blindness by the sudden light of knowledge. He has said that “Woman was the mother of man.” Let us thank him for this, for it is a fact that has well nigh been forgotten.


That we are instruments in the hand of the Great Artificer cannot be denied.4 Let us then be used as such. Let our women be treated as divine agents, not merely as objects of pleasure or sense created only for convenience and admiration. Let us be taught to think, to act, to teach; let us adopt and exercise the laws of our nature, which nature is Love. Newton’s mother gave birth to her son three months after her husband’s death. She early began to elevate her infant’s mind to nature and nature’s laws, allowing him to pursue the bent of his inclination, taking care however that it should be an enlightened inclination. . . . Subject to such truth, should not woman be educated, enlightened?


. . . Should you go to Boston, as Mr. Russell intimates, in the spring, and should require a female assistant, and will in the interim consider me your pupil, instructing me in reference to this object, I should be pleased to associate myself with you for that purpose. At all counts, your instruction should not be lost, for there is a little circle who call me “Aunt” and I may serve them more effectually for having enjoyed your assistance. It would add much to my happiness to form an arc in your social circle wherever you may be. My words come dripping off my pen so fast that their component parts are lost. You will I fear be puzzled to read and more puzzled to understand; but the fear that my thoughts will be chilled by too much attention to their expression, has made my language incoherent, my writing shameful. But if amidst the scrawl, you can make out what I most wish to convey, I shall be satisfied, hoping that it will not discourage your benevolent intention of gratifying me by your letters. I shall pass the winter here and hope to hear from you (if not see you) often.


Wishing you success in all your undertakings, let me continue to pray that God, my refuge, may be your guide.


Respectfully, A.M.


To Samuel Joseph


Boston, May 1828


My dear brother, we are here, alive and well. Hope you get on to your heart’s content, wifeless, childless, sisterless.5 Noiseless. I can as yet tell you no news . . . [but] Louisa tells me Mr. Alcott is all the ‘rage.’ The Cabots are head over heels enamored with his system. . . . Susan Cabot says, “The Infant [school] may make us much [advantage] as they have a mind to if Mr. A[lcott] will only take the school.” . . . Louisa has only seen him once. He is constantly with some of the grandees. . . . I have not seen him, do write to him. . . .


Again Abigail offered Bronson her services as an assistant teacher. Having already lost several teaching positions because parents objected to his unorthodox classroom style, and fearing she might remain as a teacher at the school after his anticipated departure, Bronson refused to work with her. Two months later, in August 1828, she boldly proposed marriage to him. Unable to speak, he handed her his journal, in which he had written of his admiration for her and her family.


To Bronson Alcott on their engagement


August [2,] 1828


Dear Mr. Alcott,


The thoughts of your journal handed me this evening are so in accordance with my own that I cannot quench the Spirit you have lighted up. . . . Why, my dear friend, is not physiology made a part of our education? Why should we not understand what we see, feel, suffer, enjoy? . . . We study mind, metaphysics, that we may the better regulate our own, and influence that of others.


    

        


I will never quench the ardor of my imagination.





    


None but the most depraved could derive any thing from it but what is beautiful, every thing to wonder and adore. Those who can pursue it from less pure motives can be compared only to the fiend who entered the Garden of Eden. Many of my sisters blush at that which if investigated would make them love God more profusely. . . . I may almost say the object for which woman was created is forgotten or shunned as being unfit [for] their delicate sensibility to investigate. But where am I in a world of design. I will never quench the ardor of my imagination. But I will direct it to those channels where it shall gather flowers for the fancy, and food for the mind. . . .


To her brother Samuel Joseph, announcing her engagement


Boston, August 1828


My dear brother,


I should have answered your kind letter before, but ever since I wrote you last, my mind and heart have been on the stretch. I am engaged to Mr. Alcott not in a school, but in the solemn, the momentous capacity of friend and wife. He has been attached to me from the evening of your conversation in Brooklyn, but circumstances have prevented the disclosure of his feelings.6 I found it remained for me to dissolve all connexion with him or give him that encouragement and promise which should secure to him my future interest. The former I could not do. I found myself clinging to his interests, distressed at his long absences. I found on analyzing my regard for him that I loved him and I therefore resolved on the latter condition.


I do think him in every respect qualified to make me happy. He is moderate, I am impetuous. He is prudent and humble, I am forward and arbitrary. He is poor, but we are both industrious. Why may we not be happy? He has made an exposition of his character to me, so simple, so pure, so just which Jesus loved. We talk little of heaven, but are already busy in schemes for our future independence and comfort.


No being but Louisa Greele and Greenwood and Mother know this decision.7 I wish to have it kept profound untill [sic] I come back from Hingham, and by that time Mr A[lcott] will be fixed in his own school. I am afraid he is embarrassed a little in his circumstances. I did think the ladies ought to remunerate him generously.


Is there not some indirect way that you could manage it for him? Do write to Mr. Emerson about him, and Mr. William Sullivan. Depend on it, this is the way people are got into notice, by some exertions of friends. My hands are tied, and my tongue, too. Mr. Sullivan might mention [Bronson’s] school to some of his friends, if he did not send any of his own [children]. I feel anxious for his success, but still feel the greatest security in his habits of industry and method.


I never felt so happy in my life. I feel already an increase of moral energy. I have something to love, to live for. I have felt a loneliness in this world that was making a misanthrope of me in spite of everything I could do to overcome it. I intend now for two years to live a third of my time at home, giving Louisa a third and you a third, and fit myself when called for to undertake and discharge with dutifulness and honor the duties of a wife.8 Help me, my dear Sam, to the accomplishment of all my good resolutions, & let me hear from you immediately, before I go to Hingham which will be the nearest Wednesday, a week from today. . . . My best love to dear Lu. . . .9 My heart is as boundless as eternity in its loves and charities. Do write me directly and continue to be to me that sincere candid friend as you always have been, the most affectionate and tender of brothers to your sister Abba.


Louisa May Greele, Abigail’s last surviving sister, died at thirty-six on November 18, 1828, leaving her husband and two small children, Samuel and Louisa. Three weeks later, on December 12, Samuel Joseph and Lucretia’s infant son, Joseph, developed a fever and died.


To Samuel Joseph and Lucretia on the death of their baby


Boston, December [18] 1828


My dear Sam and Lu,


I have but little to say and but a moment to say that little. I can offer no consolation that your own pious hearts have not suggested already. I think I can say for myself I never knew sorrow till now. As Louisa cast her righteous eye about her and closed it upon us, I felt that the light of life had gone out from me entirely.10
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