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To David




Mothers are the best lovers in the world; but I don’t mind whispering to Marmee, that I’d like to try all kinds. It’s very curious, but the more I try to satisfy myself with all sorts of natural affections, the more I seem to want.


—Louisa May Alcott, Little Women, 1868




A Note on the Text
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All dialogue and other quotations are from written records, in most cases the letters, journals, and other writings of the Alcotts and their relatives and friends. Nineteenth-century punctuation and spelling stand except when they might obscure meaning. Please see the Notes for sources and citations.




Introduction
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Who is Louie?” my oldest daughter asked, holding up a small book with a worn, embossed cover.1 She and I were kneeling on the dusty floor of my mother’s attic, rummaging through a huge metal trunk containing our ancestors’ belongings. The trunk had arrived decades earlier following the death of an aunt, who likewise had inherited it from her aunt. Inside the trunk, beneath feathered ladies’ hats and a nineteenth-century quilt, my daughter had found an 1849 edition of The Swiss Family Robinson, inscribed as a gift:


June 21st / 55.


 George E. May


  from his cousin


   Louie


“That’s Louisa May Alcott,” I realized, remembering that relatives knew her as Louie or Cousin Louisa. In June 1855, our great-uncle George E. May was ten years old and his first cousin Louisa May Alcott, who hoped he would enjoy the tale of a shipwrecked family, was twenty-two. She was staying with other maternal cousins in Walpole, New Hampshire, spending her days gardening and hiking, forming a theater troupe, and inventing “little tales” that she hoped to sell.2 Her parents and younger sisters would soon join her in Walpole, a “lovely place, high among the hills,” to live in an uncle’s spare house.3 Deeply in debt, they could not afford to pay rent. Their only regular income in 1855 was her older sister’s small salary as a teacher in Syracuse, New York, where she boarded with George’s family. Louisa’s father, Bronson, recently returned from an unprofitable lecture tour of the Midwest, was planning a solo trip to England—“not a wise idea,” according to Louisa. Her mother, Abigail, had left jobs in Boston as a social worker and employment agent. The novel Little Women, which would give the Alcotts their first taste of financial security, was still thirteen years in the future. But Louisa had already published poems, short stories, and a book of original fairy tales, the start of her remarkable career.


In another trunk my daughter and I found the brittle, handwritten memoir of George’s older sister, my great-great-grandmother Charlotte May, who had grown up with Louisa and whose wedding Louisa had recently attended. Charlotte and Louisa, born a few months apart in the winter of 1832–33, had played games, invented stories, and wandered the woods and hills surrounding their childhood homes. A packet of letters tied with a ribbon contained Charlotte’s scribbled descriptions of her and Louisa’s teenage escapades in Syracuse in the late 1840s. Louisa signed letters to Charlotte, who lacked sisters, “Your sister-in-love.”4


Charlotte and George May’s father, the Reverend Samuel Joseph May, was likewise his nieces’ “uncle father.”5 Samuel Joseph had introduced his youngest sister, Abigail May, to Bronson Alcott in 1827 and spent decades providing their family with much-needed financial and emotional support. Samuel Joseph’s published memoir, stuffed with letters in his elegant hand dated from the 1820s to the 1860s, was also in my mother’s attic, along with a crumbling copy of his 1869 Recollections of Our Antislavery Conflict and an 1823 Bible that belonged to his wife, Lucretia, who became Abigail May Alcott’s closest friend.


At the time of these discoveries, I knew next to nothing about the Mays and the Alcotts, and little of Louisa except for her juvenile fiction, Little Women, Little Men, and the rest, which I had devoured as a child. But the treasures in the attic compelled me to explore the mysteries of the May-Alcott family. Their faded, cracking pages led me to read Louisa’s novels and stories for adults, her letters and journals, and the writings of her parents, sisters, and other close relatives.


In the process, I encountered a paradox. While Marmee, Abigail May Alcott’s alter ego in Little Women, is universally acknowledged as the central figure in her children’s lives, the flesh-and-blood Abigail seemed in the standard rendition of the Alcott saga to be practically invisible and almost mute. Abigail’s letters and journals, unlike those of her daughter and husband, remained unpublished and largely unexplored.


The more I learned about the Alcotts, though, the more I saw Louisa and Abigail as a pair, each one the person in the world to whom the other felt closest. It was clear that this mother and daughter shared a profound intimacy that had light and dark facets, in which a fierce commitment to female independence coexisted with a mutual dependency. Abigail, I realized, was a vibrant writer, brilliant teacher, and passionate reformer who spent decades working to abolish slavery, ameliorate urban poverty, and allow women to be educated, vote, and engage in public life. She nurtured and fostered Louisa’s career as a writer and entrepreneur, encouraging her daughter, rejection after rejection, to persist. Louisa in turn dedicated all her early work, starting with her first novel at age sixteen, to her mother, who possessed a “nobility of character and talents,” Madelon Bedell observed in her biography of the family.6 “Louisa was to take these sensibilities and talents and transform them into art and literature . . . . If her fame continues to endure and her mother’s name is unknown, nonetheless the achievement is a dual one; behind the legendary figure of Louisa May Alcott stands the larger-than-life model of her mother, Abby May.” Louisa created “a distinctly mother-centered .7 . . fictional universe,” according to another scholar, Monika Elbert, “in which children seek a nurturing home, husbands [seek] maternal warmth in their wives, and orphans [seek] a mother-surrogate.” Over the years, in fact, Louisa functioned as partner, provider, nurse, and even mother to Abigail. “The great love of [Louisa May] Alcott’s life . . . was doubtless her mother, whom she idealized as Marmee in Little Women,” Elizabeth Lennox Keyser wrote. In short, Abigail was Louisa’s muse.


Yet Abigail’s story seemed never to have been told. Basic facts, such as the place of her birth, remained undiscovered.8 Abigail was always portrayed as a housewife, while her husband was seen as Louisa’s mentor. “Louisa May Alcott was so dominated by her father,” the biographer Susan Cheever wrote, “that it is hard to unravel their lives from each other.9 . . . In every big decision [Louisa] made, her father hovers in the background. His hold on her was incalculable.” Madelon Bedell referred to “Bronson Alcott’s great-granddaughter” as if she were not also descended from Abigail. “Even though [Bronson is] hardly present in [Little Women], his was the powerful personality that lay at the heart of the legend” of Louisa May Alcott.10 Collections of American literature invariably described Louisa as the student of men: “Raised in Concord, Massachusetts, and educated by her father, Alcott came under the influence of the great men of his circle: Emerson, Hawthorne, the preacher Theodore Parker, and Thoreau.”11 Even a feminist study of nineteenth-century women writers suggested that Abigail exerted no intellectual influence on Louisa, who “was taught by her father and also introduced to men of great influence, including Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry David Thoreau.”12 No anthology or biography portrayed Louisa as “taught by her mother and also introduced to women of great influence, including Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, Lydia Maria Child, and Margaret Fuller.” Yet that statement, I discovered, is equally true.


Perhaps Abigail’s absence shouldn’t have surprised me. Invisibility is the lot of most women of the past. With few exceptions, women appear in historical records only when they were born, married, and died, if they are remembered at all. The eleven-page chronology of Louisa’s life compiled by the editors of her published papers mentions her father repeatedly but her mother just four times:


Abigail May is born


Bronson Alcott and Abigail May are married in Boston


Mrs. Alcott’s final illness begins


Mrs. Alcott dies


A woman who was pregnant at least eight times and bore five children was not credited in the chronology with even giving birth: “Louisa May Alcott is born.”13 One might infer that Abigail was barely present in the Alcott home and had not a thought in her head.


How is it that the woman behind Marmee, the cornerstone of Louisa’s most famous work, would have had nothing to say? One possible explanation is that Abigail is hiding in plain sight. As readers of Little Women, we feel we know Louisa’s mother because we know the mother in Louisa’s book. As a result, Louisa’s literary creation may obscure the flesh-and-blood Abigail.


There is another explanation for our lack of knowledge of Abigail, or so we’ve been led to believe. Abigail’s letters and journals were all destroyed, burned by her husband and daughter after she died. Louisa wrote in her journal in the spring of 1882, “[I] Read over & destroyed Mother’s Diaries as she wished me to do.” Apparently, she and her parents wished to eradicate these papers in order to maintain the family’s privacy, to protect Bronson’s reputation, and, ironically, to preserve Abigail’s image as an avatar of docile, nineteenth-century womanhood. The biographer John Matteson concluded that “instead of weaving her mother’s writings into a published work, [Louisa] chose to commit the great majority of them to the flames.14 Her decision has cost historians priceless insights into the mind of an extraordinary woman”—an extraordinary woman who cannot be known. According to conventional wisdom, Abigail’s inner life was a mystery because she left no significant record of her thoughts.


The conventional wisdom turned out to be wrong. Louisa did weave her mother’s writings into published works. Throughout the 1860s, as she composed short stories, adult novels, and Little Women, she pored over her mother’s private journals, mining them for material. Her claims of burning the family papers are exaggerations.15 Louisa wrote to a friend in January 1883, “My journals were all burnt long ago in terror of gossip when I depart & on unwise use of my very frank records of people & events.”16


In fact, however, hundreds of pages of Louisa’s journals are in the archives at Harvard University, which holds the largest collection of Alcott papers in the world. These archives also contain hundreds of pages of Abigail’s diaries as well as thirty-six years of Abigail’s personal correspondence with her brother Samuel Joseph. These letters have “a remarkable vivacity,” in the words of Madelon Bedell. “In some ways, Abby was a better writer than her more famous daughter.”17 Cornell University’s collection of May Papers contains more unpublished family diaries and personal correspondence. Unknown papers of the Alcotts continue to be discovered. The historical society of a village in western Maine where Abigail worked in 1848 referred me to a local historian, who revealed to me that he had letters written by Abigail that year to his great-grandmother. In addition to visiting his farmhouse in the foothills of the Mahoosuc Mountains and reading those letters, I explored the sites of Abigail’s and Louisa’s lives in Washington, D.C., Pennsylvania, New York, and throughout New England.


My research exploded a number of myths about the Alcotts that have arisen as a consequence of Little Women. Unlike the fictional March family, the Alcotts were homeless for decades. Abigail regularly begged for money from family and friends. Her marriage was deeply distressed.18 For years she functioned as a single parent, whose despair over her husband’s inattention, absences, and inability to earn a living caused her at least once to pack and move out with her four children. For Louisa, who was ten years old, seeing her parents’ marriage disintegrate motivated her to become her mother’s provider and support. For much of Louisa’s childhood her father, even when at home, often seemed absent. Her mother, in contrast, was always present, urging her on and serving as her intellectual mentor and literary forebear.


In addition to challenging the myths and misconceptions about the Alcotts and especially about Abigail, Marmee & Louisa offers answers to questions that readers continue to ask about Louisa. Why did she never leave home? Why did she not marry? Who was the real Mr. March? Where did Louisa May Alcott find the material to describe a happy childhood?


While writing this book, I came to see that many of the dilemmas that Abigail and Louisa faced in the nineteenth century were not unlike the dilemmas we face today: How to balance work and love? How to combine a public life with a private one? How to live out one’s ideals without doing harm? How to hold one’s children close while encouraging their independence? How to find a voice in a world that does not listen?


Marmee & Louisa is the story of two visionary women, perhaps the most famous mother-daughter pair in American literary history. Louisa and Abigail were born into a world that constrained and restricted them, but they dreamed of freedom. The story of their struggle to forge a new world begins with Abigail. Indeed, we cannot understand Louisa without knowing her mother. You may find, as I have, that aspects of Abigail’s life are strangely familiar, as if we had encountered her before. In a way we have, through her daughter’s writing. The imaginative child of an inspirational mother, Louisa studied Abigail’s life and character, appropriated them, and embedded them in her fictional worlds.




Chapter One


[image: Images]


A Good Child, but Willful


On Wednesday, October 8, 1800, in a large frame house on Milk Street overlooking Boston Harbor, Dorothy Sewall May delivered her fourth living daughter, whom she named Abigail, after her husband’s mother.19 “[I was] a sickly child, nursed by a sickly mother,” Abigail recalled, linked from the start to her own “Marmee.”


Dorothy Sewall May’s “most striking trait” was “her affectionate disposition,” according to Abigail.22 “She adored her husband and children.”20 This natural tendency was intensified because Dorothy had been orphaned at twelve when her father died of a stroke, a year after the death of her forty-year-old mother.21 Thereafter Dorothy had lived with her eldest sister, Elizabeth Sewall Salisbury. Elizabeth’s husband, Samuel, was a merchant whose apprentice, Joseph May, Dorothy married in 1784.


By the time of Abigail’s birth sixteen years later, the Mays had three boys—ages twelve, five, and three—and four girls: thirteen-year-old Catherine; Louisa, who was eleven; two-year-old Elizabeth, whom they called Eliza; and the new baby. Dorothy had no formal education and her husband had abandoned Boston Latin School in his early teens to work for Dorothy’s brother-in-law. Nevertheless, she determined to send their boys at age five to dame, or ma’am, schools run by women and then to “man schools” to prepare for Harvard College, from which her brother, father, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers had graduated. As for her daughters, Dorothy encouraged them to follow a year or two of dame school with reading, singing, and sewing at home, where she provided tutors in dancing and music. The girls could read freely, for the Mays had house servants and a library stocked with the classic historians, philosophical works of Priestley and Paley, and the poetry of Pope, Addison, and Shakespeare.23


The year after Abigail’s birth, the family moved three blocks south to a “plain but comfortable” wood house with a large garden and orchards at No. 1 Federal Court, a “sunny and cheerful spot” off Federal Street that is less than a block from South Station in modern Boston.24 Around that time, Abigail’s frail, forty-three-year-old mother suffered a miscarriage that ended her thirteenth and final pregnancy.


At midday on Thursday, April 29, 1802, when Abigail was eighteen months old, her six-year-old brother Edward arrived home from ma’am school “full of glee” and eager to play, according to her four-year-old brother, Samuel Joseph, who was known in the family as Sam Jo. The brothers were close, Sam Jo said later: “We slept together, ate together, and he taught me all the sports. I every day awaited his return” from school.


Following the family’s midday meal, the two boys ran out to the garden, leaving their sisters inside with their mother. Edward climbed to the roof of a barn and pretended to be a chimney sweep. Minutes later, having concluded his sweeping, he prepared to descend from the barn by stepping onto the post of an old wooden chair.25 The chair post splintered beneath him, a broken spindle pierced his side, and he dropped to the ground. Screams from servants alerted Dorothy, who raced from the house, carried her six-year-old inside, and called for a bath. Servants rushed to the well and the stove. Not until Dorothy removed Edward’s shirt did anyone see the fatal wound.


Dorothy fainted, Sam Jo recalled, and all around the dying boy was “confusion and dismay.” Servants ran to summon the doctor and Joseph May, who raced home from his marine insurance office near Long Wharf. Amid the chaos Edward’s body was cleaned, dressed, and laid out in the best room.


“Some strange awful change had come over my beloved Edward,” Sam Jo said. “Eyes shut, body cold,” he gave “no replies to the tender things said to him” and took “no notice of all that was being done to him.” But Sam Jo would not abandon his brother’s body. He begged his parents to let him sleep with Edward one last time. That night in bed he kissed his brother’s “cold cheek and lips, pulled open his eyelids, begged him to speak to me, and cried myself to sleep because he would not.”


The next morning the children watched their father place Edward into his coffin “in order that it might be laid away in the ground.” The parents and older sisters continually assured the younger children that “Edward is still living; he has become an angel and gone to heaven.”


Throngs of relatives and friends and Joseph May’s colleagues in shipping and insurance attended the funeral. James Freeman, America’s first Unitarian preacher and one of Joseph’s closest friends, performed the funeral service at home. Pallbearers carried the little coffin out to a carriage. Black-clad mourners followed the carriage on foot up the hill to the burial ground beside King’s Chapel, where Joseph was warden and coauthor of the new hymnal. Young men bore the coffin into the burying ground beside the stone church, while Sam Jo pleaded to see what they were doing to his brother.


His uncle Samuel May, his father’s younger brother, carried the boy into the graveyard and down the steps to the family burial vault. From the safety of his uncle’s arms Sam Jo surveyed the coffins of his brother Edward, his other deceased siblings, and his paternal grandfather, who had died in 1794. “Our kind uncle,” Sam Jo said later, “opened one of the coffins and let me see how decayed the body had become.” Uncle Sam allowed him to kiss his brother one last time. “Edward’s body is going to decay and become like the dust of the earth,” his uncle reassured him, while “his soul has gone to live in heaven with God and Christ and the angels.”


Over the years Sam Jo would recount this experience for Abigail, who was too young to recall the details. The night after the funeral, alone in bed for the first time without his brother, Sam Jo had a vivid dream. The ceiling of his room seemed to open, revealing a bright light. From “the midst of it came our lost brother, attended by a troop of little angels. He lay by me as he used to do, his head on my arm,” and said, “How happy I am in heaven.”


This dream recurred nightly until “by degrees” Sam Jo’s grief abated. “But I have never forgotten my almost twin brother” and the “heavenly vision” that provided “the deepest religious impression that my soul ever received.” That vision, he told Abigail, motivated him to devote his life to God.


Edward’s death caused other revolutions. Joseph and Dorothy May, who had lost five babies, were devastated. Dorothy drew even closer to her two surviving sons and four daughters. Meanwhile, their oldest son, Charles, an indifferent scholar, determined in his teens to go to sea. Charles’s departure when Abigail was small reduced the siblings at home to four girls and a single boy. This fundamental May quintet, as described decades later by Abigail to her daughters, would become a model for Little Women’s central characters, the four “March” sisters who share their remarkable Marmee with “Laurie,” the privileged boy next door.


Edward’s death forged an unexpected bond between little Abigail and her sole brother at home. A year after Edward’s death, when Sam Jo began attending school, two-and-a-half-year-old Abba, as she was known in the family, begged him to take her along. He and their sisters persuaded their parents to allow Abba to join them at school.26 By the time she was four she was learning to read and write under the tutelage of her seven-year-old brother, who delighted in walking his “darling little sister” up the cobbled road from home to Mrs.27 Walcutt’s Dame School on High Street.


This bond was unusual in Boston and the wider society, which assigned boys and girls to separate realms. Privileged boys were trained at school to excel in the public sphere, while their sisters were prepared at home to manage a family. Sons, expected to succeed in the world, were prepared with the finest education available, while daughters were prepared to marry well, a task that required no outside education.


These different modes of education, the Mays and their peers believed, suited the genders’ inherently distinct natures. Women were considered emotional, nurturing, and intellectually inferior to men, who were all “rational, selfish, and intellectually superior,” according to the historian Eve Kornfeld.28 Middle-class boys “studied the classics, mathematics, natural science, history, and theology” and learned “an aggressive language suitable for debate,” while their female peers studied “literature, art, languages, dance, and music” so as to speak “a docile language intended to soothe and to smooth over controversy.” This cultivation at school and at home of boys’ and girls’ apparently distinct interests and talents seemed to provide “further proof of the natural gulf between the male and female worlds.”


Sam Jo and Abba May departed from this pattern. Beginning soon after Edward’s death, they were each other’s best companion and ally. Sam Jo dutifully followed the male path by attending a private academy for boys, Harvard College, and Harvard Divinity School. “My generous father,” he recalled later, “thought the best patrimony he could give his children was a good education, so we [boys] were sent to the private schools in Boston that enjoyed the highest reputation.” Unlike many of his peers, however, Sam Jo also developed in the wake of his brother’s death a passion to rectify the world’s wrongs. Among those wrongs was his clever little sister’s inability to secure an education like the one that his gender granted him. As a result, he set out to share his man’s education with Abba, who concluded in early adolescence that a girl’s education was “deficient.”29 Her brother encouraged her to read his books, improve her writing, and think for herself. By the time they were young adults, due to a series of family tragedies Abigail and Samuel Joseph were the only May siblings still living save Charles, who remained away from New England for decades to come. Abigail’s remarkable bond with Samuel Joseph contributed to her lifelong determination that women should not only be educated but also have a voice in running the world.


    The setting of Abigail May’s early life was still in many respects the town from which Paul Revere and William Dawes had ridden just a quarter century before. Dawes, in fact, was Abigail’s uncle.30 In 1800 Boston was still a “pretty country town” with fewer than twenty-five thousand inhabitants, most of them descendants of English settlers, occupying detached houses surrounded by gardens and orchards on a peninsula of roughly one square mile and several adjoining villages.31 Many Bostonians farmed. Some still shepherded their milk cows to graze on the Common, which descended to a marshy bay along the Charles River. The town had not yet begun its great nineteenth-century transformation, in which cows were banished, pastures and hills smoothed, marshes and bays filled, and brownstones built. In this “handsome” Boston of Abigail May’s youth, according to a visitor, “Town and Country seem married.”32


Growing up on the peninsula’s less populous south side, the May children could step into the sea at high tide hardly two minutes from home. Clipper ships passed to and fro. In the evening “the sea dashed under the windows,” Abigail’s friend Lydia Maria Child recalled, and was “often sparkling with moon-beams when we went to bed.”33 To the southeast the Mays could see from their windows the town’s wharves, Gallows Bay, the mud flats of Dorchester, and the harbor islands, most prominently Castle Island with its star-shaped fortification. Looking north their view was of numerous steeples and the town’s four great hills. Atop the tallest, Beacon Hill, were the new State House, designed and built in 1798 by Charles Bulfinch, and the elegant home of the late John Hancock, the revolutionary hero and first governor. Hancock, too, was Abigail’s uncle, the late husband of her “Aunt Q,” Dorothy Quincy Hancock. During Abigail’s early years, her Aunt Q still lived in that grand mansion replete with books, paintings, silver, and mahogany furniture, where she had hosted John Adams and General Lafayette.34 The old woman often invited Abigail and her sisters in for treats. Decades later, in her great-niece Louisa’s Old-Fashioned Girl, Aunt Q would be immortalized as Grandma Shaw’s late aunt, Governor Hancock’s widow, with her red-velvet-lined carriage, her “great garden,” and her memories of feeding General Lafayette and his troops during the revolution.35 In fact, Aunt Q’s poignant recollections of her only son and daughter, both of whom had died early, may have enhanced her fondness for her nieces and nephews. Aunt Q, like Abigail, had been the youngest, “most petted” of her family.36 Each year on Abigail’s birthday, her aunt reminded her that October 8 was also the day on which “My Mr. Hancock” had died, seven years before Abigail was born.


A revolutionary spirit imbued Abigail’s childhood. Many Bostonians had opposed the American Revolution when it happened, but not the Mays. When Abigail was small, her father recounted for her the resolute response of his “strong” mother to a British soldier’s petty robbery.37 Passing by the May house, the soldier had reached into an open kitchen window and grabbed food from the table. “Your grandmother quickly shut the window down upon his arm and held it as in a vise,” Joseph May said. Not until a British officer arrived to arrest the offender did Madam Abigail Williams May loosen her grip on the sash. Like other Bostonians opposed to British rule, the Mays left during the Siege of Boston. They boarded with cousins in Pomfret, Connecticut, and did not return to Boston until the British evacuation in the spring of 1776. Joseph was too young to participate in the New England portion of the Revolutionary War, but in his twenties he joined the Independent Corps of Cadets, rose through its ranks, and always desired to be called “Colonel” rather than “Mister” May.


Colonel Joseph May was proud of his heritage. His ancestors, English Puritans with Spanish, Portuguese, and Jewish forebears, arrived in Plymouth in 1640 and settled on the mainland just west of Boston, in Roxbury.38 An early-eighteenth-century May acquired a large lot on Boston’s south side along the slender neck connecting Boston to the mainland except at extreme high tide, when the town briefly became an island.39 Joseph May was the third child of the carpenter Samuel May’s second marriage, to a farmer’s daughter named Abigail Williams. Joseph grew up in “Squire May’s great house” on the neck at the corner of Orange (now Washington) and Davis streets. Joseph’s father, who left the house each morning with a tool bag over his shoulder, was a skilled architect and designer who became a “considerable” dealer in lumber, which he received at a wharf below the house.40


Joseph’s parents raised nine children, all girls except Joseph and the youngest, Sam, who did not arrive until Joseph was sixteen. A “merry, active” boy accustomed to female company, Joseph was chastised for talking in class. “Sewing being tried” as a cure “proved a failure,” so the teacher had him memorize the psalms, the music of a devout Puritan life. This led to his lifelong love of poetry and song, which he passed on to his children. Joseph’s youthful gift for singing psalms by heart “drew the attention of the neighbors,” who “would stand him up on a folded window shutter before a shop” near his house and call for him to recite “one psalm after another.”41 As his “closing achievement,” the boy would sing all 176 verses of the 119th psalm “without an error,” prompting applause. In 1770, after the Boston Massacre, Joseph’s parents left their church because its minister ridiculed the patriots’ cause.42 They soon joined Old South Church, where their son Joseph found a musical home: “He sat in the singers’ seats and sang [psalms] with them when but twelve years old.” From age nine Joseph attended Boston Latin School until the British military occupation in 1775 prompted the family’s yearlong exile in Connecticut, which ended his schooling after only a few years.


Upon his family’s return to Boston in 1776, sixteen-year-old Joseph began a career in business. He was apprenticed to Stephen Salisbury, a prosperous Worcester, Massachusetts, merchant who owned a waterfront store in Boston. Joseph spent four years working for Salisbury and his brother Samuel, whose wife, Elizabeth Sewall Salisbury, had taken in her younger sister Dorothy Quincy Sewall after their parents’ deaths. Despite Dorothy’s higher social status and her age two years his senior, Joseph May courted his employer’s charming young sister-in-law.


At twenty-one Joseph went into business for himself. He opened a store, Patten & May Company, selling flour and produce at No. 3 Long Wharf. His partner, Thomas Patten, was a distant relative who traded flour and other goods in Baltimore, Maryland, and Alexandria, Virginia.43 Patten & May prospered, enabling Joseph to pledge himself to the young lady he had admired for nearly a decade. On December 28, 1784, at King’s Chapel, the ambitious young businessman married the twenty-six-year-old “daughter of [the late merchant] Samuel Sewall, [deacon] of the Old South Church,” and his late wife, Elizabeth Quincy.45


Dorothy Quincy Sewall came from an illustrious family. She and her future children, as she would remind them, were “thrice related to the Quincys.”44 A direct descendant of the first Edmund Quincy, progenitor of the clan, Dorothy was a cousin of Abigail Adams and of numerous justices of the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts, the oldest independent judiciary in the Western Hemisphere. Dorothy’s paternal grandfather, the renowned eighteenth-century pastor Joseph Sewall, whom she had known in her childhood, served Old South Church for half a century and made it “a shrine of the American cause.” Her older brother Samuel Sewall was a member of the United States Congress and chief justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court. Many male cousins were judges. According to a historian, during “the 122 years from 1692 to 1814, eighty-four [years] saw some member of the Sewall family in the highest court of Massachusetts.”46


For the first fourteen years of Dorothy and Joseph May’s marriage, their family and his business grew. However, in 1798, when they had five living children and she was pregnant with Abigail’s next older sister, Elizabeth, disaster struck. Without Joseph’s knowledge, his partner had speculated on land in what is now the state of Mississippi, using Patten & May as collateral. Thomas Patten had invested $22,000 (equivalent to $310,000 in the year 2000) in huge tracts of land sold by Georgia politicians for roughly a penny an acre in a massive fraudulent scheme known as the Yazoo land scandal.47 Public outrage across the South prompted lawsuits, which nullified the deals. Patten & May became bankrupt. To repay the huge debt he had unknowingly incurred, “Mr. May gave up everything he possessed, even offering the gold ring on his finger.”48


Following this loss, Abigail’s father experienced “a very serious and protracted illness” in which his “mental suffering was great.” By the time of Abigail’s birth in the fall of 1800, Joseph’s health was restored, but his worldview was forever changed. Conservative by nature, having courted a young relative of his well-to-do employer and determined to make money by advancing in the mercantile world, he now considered material wealth harmful to spiritual health. “The sufferings which this disaster caused revealed to him that he had become more eager for property than was creditable to his understanding or good for his heart,” his friend the Reverend Dr. Greenwood observed.49 “After some days of deep depression, [Joseph May] formed the resolution never [again] to be a rich man . . . [and] to withstand all temptations to engage again in the pursuit of wealth.” To the dismay of some of his children, “he adhered to this determination” in the future by resisting “very advantageous offers of partnership in lucrative concerns.”


Abigail knew her father only after his business failure. But her oldest siblings, like the elder sisters in Little Women, “could remember better times.” In the novel one sister asks another, “Don’t you wish we had the money Papa lost when we were little?”


Like the virtuous Marches invented by his granddaughter, Joseph May responded to loss by beginning again with a new emphasis on duty. “Life was not given to be all used up in the pursuit of what we leave behind us when we die,” he often told Abigail. This idealism was enabled by his fortunate choices, particularly his choice of a well-connected wife. In their privileged, insular postrevolutionary world, Dorothy May’s wealthy cousins and family friends rallied around them. The Marine Insurance Company, a firm created in 1799 by members of the Cabot and Sargent families, offered Joseph May a lifetime job as its first and only secretary. This sinecure, which he held for decades, provided a relatively modest “competence only for his family” that “never exceeded fifteen hundred dollars a year,” equivalent to $25,000 at the turn of the twenty-first century. Various kin, notably Dorothy’s younger brother Joseph Sewall, a dry-goods importer significantly more prosperous than his brother-in-law, purchased a new house for the May family.


That house, on the “sunny” spot on Federal Court into which they moved not long after Abigail’s birth, is where she was raised and later brought her daughters Anna and Louisa to visit. “Of necessity simple and without show,” the house “lacked no comforts, and was full of hospitable and kindly feeling and deed,” according to a family recollection. During Abigail’s childhood her father was “most attractive in conversation, with . . . a ready wit, giving hours of every day to reading and retaining the fruits of it for the advantage and entertainment of others, ready to participate in the occupations and amusements of those about him, and joining in their music,” singing psalms, hymns, and songs. Joseph read aloud to his children and led them in daily prayer and reading of the Bible, in the King James translation.


Dorothy shared “fully with her husband in the hospitable spirit of the house.” Even more than her husband, she was “keenly alive to all the joys and trials of her children and of their young friends.”50 In 1819, when Sam Jo’s college friend from Maine, George Barrell Emerson, was “seriously ill,” Abigail recalled, “my mother had him brought to Federal Court where he remained very sick 5 months.”51 Throughout college Emerson dined every Saturday with the Mays. “I never enjoyed music more entirely than I did then and there in the rich harmony of this exquisite family-choir,” he remembered.52 “Dear Louisa [Abigail’s sister] and S[am] J[o] made sweet music for us,” Abigail wrote to her daughters, “and the beloved presence of my mother and father and Eliza filled our house with glee, when we all joined in the chorus of the ‘Woodland Hallow’ or ‘Auld Lang Syne’ or ‘Home Sweet Home.’53 . . . I have never seen more contentment and happiness—we had music, health, love, and good will.”


Amid the cheer were rules regarding appropriate behavior. For Abigail and her sisters, one model of female acquiescence was their Aunt Q, who lived until Abigail was nearly thirty. In 1810 Dorothy Quincy Hancock returned, after a brief second marriage in New Hampshire, to the Hancock mansion beside the State House. The property, built in 1737 by John Hancock’s superbly wealthy uncle Thomas Hancock, extended from Mount Vernon to Joy streets. It encompassed walled gardens of flowers, rare trees, and shrubs. Aunt Q later moved to 4 Federal Street, nearer the Mays, where she regaled her nieces with stories of the War for Independence, whose first shots she had heard.


“Shall I tell you the story of the Lexington Alarm?” Aunt Q asked Abigail and her sister Eliza as the girls leaned into her cushioned chair. Late at night on April 18, 1775, twenty-six-year-old Dorothy Quincy had been trying to sleep on the second floor of the Lexington parsonage while her fiancé, John Hancock, the president of the Continental Congress, and Samuel Adams paced in the parlor below. Dorothy had been introduced to Hancock by his aunt Lydia, who raised him as the sole heir to her and her late husband’s massive estate. Aunt Lydia had recently invited Dorothy to live in the Hancock mansion. Dorothy was of good family and, according to John Singleton Copley, who painted her portrait, displayed “unusual attractions.”54


In Boston in early April 1775, General Thomas Gage had ordered British regulars to arrest Hancock and Adams for treason on account of their vocal opposition to the Stamp Act, tea tax, the British blockade of the port of Boston, and the Boston Massacre.55 King George III’s troops also sought a stock of munitions hidden in Concord, the next town. But armed members of the Lexington militia had encircled the parsonage, protecting Hancock and Adams.


Roused by the chaos, Dorothy Quincy donned her cloak and bonnet and descended to the parlor. Before dawn Paul Revere arrived. He advised Hancock and Adams to depart quickly, before British troops surrounded the house. “It was not till break of day that Mr. Hancock could be persuaded” to leave, Aunt Q recalled. “He was all the night cleaning his gun and sword, determined to go where the battle was.”


Around daybreak a British soldier, unaware of Hancock’s and Adams’s presence, knocked on the door, seeking directions to Concord. Upon his departure Dorothy and the Lexington minister stuffed valuables in the cellar and garret. Hancock, Adams, and Revere fled in Hancock’s coach, which later returned to retrieve Dorothy Quincy and Aunt Lydia. During their flight Dorothy’s first thought was of her widowed father, Judge Edmund Quincy, still in Boston, which was occupied by British troops. “I told Mr. Hancock that I wished to go to my father,” Aunt Q recalled. “He said to me, ‘No, madam, you shall not return as long as there is a British bayonet left in Boston.’ To which I replied, ‘Recollect, Mr. Hancock, I am not under your control yet.’ ”


But she soon would be under his control, as her nieces Abigail and Eliza were well aware. On August 28 of that year, during a recess of the Second Continental Congress, she married Mr. Hancock in Fairfield, Connecticut. The couple traveled to Philadelphia, where he continued leading Congress and became the first signatory of the Declaration of Independence.


Aunt Q’s life with Mr. Hancock exemplified the model marriage of her class and time. In law and in fact, the husband controlled his wife, children, assets, and property. The virtuous femininity displayed by Dorothy Hancock in Philadelphia, where she was the only woman sharing a disorderly boardinghouse with scores of male Continental Congressmen, impressed John Adams. In a November 4, 1775, letter to his wife, Abigail Adams, John described Dorothy Hancock’s “modest decency, dignity and discretion.56 . . . She avoids talking upon politics. . . . She is unusually silent, as a lady ought to be.” Aunt Q exemplified the conventional female role of household manager and hostess: she had no education, no career, and no public voice.


Abigail’s mother’s marital arrangement was marginally different, due to her superior connections and her choice of a mate less privileged and less educated than her male relatives. Dorothy’s lineage gave the Mays the status of “Boston Brahmins,” a people, according to Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., who possessed “houses by Bulfinch, . . . ancestral portraits and Chinese porcelains, . . . humanitarianism, Unitarian faith in the march of the mind, Yankee shrewdness, and New England exclusiveness.”57 Brahmins arose, the historian George Fredrickson explained, from a “union of new wealth and old learning” caused by the “extensive intermarriage . . . of rising merchant families with other families known not for their worldly success but for their long lines of clergymen and Harvard graduates.”58


Dorothy Sewall May’s lineage did not prevent her growing feeble during Abigail’s childhood, while her confident, ebullient husband remained active into his seventies.59 Joseph May was known widely for his efforts “to relieve the needy and the sick, and minister to the dying.” In 1811 he was one of the men who founded Massachusetts General Hospital to treat the city’s poor. (Private doctors cared for the wealthy.) Dorothy was doubtless as clever as her husband, and as eager to improve the world, but the restrictions on female behavior, exacerbated by her physical decline, prevented her passions from flowering anywhere outside the home. Years later, Abigail remembered that her mother, whose “own education had been a limited one . . . was constantly solicitous that her daughters should be educated as fit companions for man.”


Abigail’s desire was to be educated, full stop. She did not relish a marriage like her aunt’s or her mother’s. Alone among her female relatives, Abigail determined to be different. Although she adored her mother and sisters and considered women’s work essential, from childhood she longed for the experiences of her brother Sam Jo. She wished 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. Her society did not value these goals in a girl, but her brother and mother honored her ambition and encouraged her to educate herself.


In the fall of 1810, when Abigail was ten, she received a gift of a blank journal and the suggestion that she write therein. The donor was likely her mother, a proud great-granddaughter of colonial America’s most famous diarist, Judge Samuel Sewall, whose portrait had always hung in her house.60 The toothless old man in the painting, Dorothy told her daughter, kept journals of his thoughts and experiences for more than sixty years starting in 1667, when he arrived at Harvard College. He became chief justice of the Supreme Judicial Court in 1715, the year in which his grandson, Dorothy’s father, was born.


The judge was impressive in other ways, Dorothy said as she and Abigail walked in Boston’s Granary Burying Ground, where she pointed out his grave. In Salem in 1692 he sat on the court that convicted and executed twenty innocent people as witches. Alone among the eight judges of that court, Sewall realized his judgments were wrong, publicly repented for them, and devoted the rest of his life to trying to reform the world. In colonial New England, where slavery was commonplace, he composed and published America’s first abolitionist tract, The Selling of Joseph. Sewall also supported the right of Native Americans to be educated, Dorothy told Abigail, and promoted “the right of women.”61 In his diaries, which Dorothy’s older brother Samuel had inherited from their father, the judge gave his wife control of his money because she had “a better faculty than I at managing Affairs.62 . . . She shall now keep the cash; if I want I will borrow of her.” Most remarkable, according to Abigail’s mother, Sewall concluded late in life that women are fundamentally equal to men.63


This was a novel concept. Abigail knew her mother and father were not equal. Nor was she equal to her brother. Sam Jo and other boys were allowed to play freely in the garret, the garden, and the Common; girls were not. She and her sisters accompanied their brother to school for a few years, but only he was prepared for college.


When Abigail was eight or nine, Sam Jo left dame school to attend an exclusive private boys’ school, Chauncy Hall.64 The school was created by Joseph May and other fathers of teenage boys to compete with Boston Latin, established in 1635.65 For several years Sam Jo studied Latin, Greek, rhetoric, and mathematics with the Reverend Elisha Clapp at an annual cost of a hundred dollars, the equivalent of $1,500 in 2000. A “very puny” boy surrounded at home by sisters, Sam Jo had abhorred the occasional whippings he had received at the hands of previous male teachers.66


One morning in late August of 1813, when Abigail was twelve, Sam Jo left home before dawn in a stagecoach to cross the Charles River for Harvard. At fifteen, he was the fifth generation of the family to attend the college. He, his cousin and chum Samuel E. Sewall, and sixty other young men gathered on Harvard Yard before filing into University Hall, itself still under construction, to take written and oral examinations in Latin, Greek, mathematics, and the physical sciences.6768


While her brother read the classics and philosophy at college, Abigail remained at home with her mother and sisters.69 Though she was determined to learn all she could, she was a sickly child: “Illness much interrupted” her home schooling.70 Later, recalling her childhood for her daughters, Abigail remembered lying sick in bed watching her mother’s and sisters’ anxious faces hovering above her. Roughly one in two children did not survive past age five. Dorothy May, who could not forget the pain of losing Edward, sometimes read to Abigail the Old Testament story of the prophet Elisha’s encounter with a dead boy:


And when Elisha was come into the house, behold, the child was dead, and laid upon his bed. He went in therefore, and shut the door upon them twain, and prayed unto the LORD. And he went up, and lay upon the child, and put his mouth upon his mouth, and his eyes upon his eyes, and his hands upon his hands: and stretched himself upon the child; and the flesh of the child waxed warm . . . the child sneezed seven times, and the child opened his eyes. . . . And when [the child’s mother] was come in unto him, he said, Take up thy son. Then she went in, and fell at his feet, and bowed herself to the ground, and took up her son.


Abigail’s mother spoiled her, Abigail felt. “Owing to my delicate health, I was much indulged. . . . I was allowed to read a good deal, fed on nice food, and had many indulgences not given my sisters and brothers.” Perhaps as a result, “I was rather a good child, but willful.” A favorite childhood activity was reading aloud “to my mother and sisters when they were employed” with household chores. She learned to sing hymns and songs but could not play the piano because her right hand had been badly burned when she was six months old.72 Abigail rarely socialized outside her family: “I never cared much for society. Parties I disliked.” In her early teens, though, she “danced well” at Mr. Turner’s Dancing School, she confided to her journal, and had “for partners some boys who afterward became eminent Divines.”73


When Abigail was twelve her parents employed for her a private tutor. Eliza Robbins, the author of children’s textbooks, allowed “no drone or loafer near,” Abigail recalled. “She made each girl use the talents she had, to the best advantage.”


But this instruction too was insufficient to Abigail’s intellectual ambition. At fourteen she began corresponding with her brother at college about philosophy and the humanities. She read John Locke on the origin of ideas—whether ideas are innate or products of experience—and was impressed by his theory of the mind as a blank slate. “What you say relative to [the need for universal] education is certainly true,” Sam Jo wrote to her. “Nothing is of unimportance in the formation of the mind.”74 Besides guiding Abigail’s studies, he tutored schoolboys in Concord, Hingham, Nahant, and Beverly during summers and for a year after college, becoming one of the first instructors ever to employ a new device called a blackboard.75 Teaching was to be a central part of his life’s work, as it had been for countless earlier ministers, whose duties often included the education of young men.


Abigail’s much older sister Louisa, who was abroad in Canada in 1816, coached her in spelling, grammar, and writing, useful skills even for a woman. In a letter that year, Louisa exhorted her teenage sisters Eliza and Abigail, “Endeavor to accomplish a little reading every day, and at night write me what you have read.76 Give me your opinion of the Style, etc., of the book you are engaged in. . . . I feel anxious to have your minds well studied with everything useful, and as highly cultivated as any woman in the country. I do not wish to confine you to one kind of reading. . . . Devote most of your time to history and biography; blend with it poetry, the drama; and sometimes a well chosen novel will not be amiss. . . . A great deal may be gained from the Tales of Miss Edgeworth . . . [whose morals] are pure . . . [and style is] delightful.”


Meanwhile, their eighteen-year-old brother had to decide on a career. In choosing the ministry, he followed the path laid out by his maternal great-grandfather, the Reverend Joseph Sewall. More significantly, preaching provided a pulpit from which to improve the world, to do for others what he had always done for Abigail. Then a slender young man of average height with a sweet temper, dark hair, glistening hazel eyes, and “a beaming face” that, according to acquaintances, radiated “kindness and cheer,” Samuel Joseph “had but to perceive a social wrong to go about righting it.”7778 All his life he had a gift for acting upon his passion for radical causes without ever seeming self-righteous or strident. A “very happy, joyous child,” by his own account, he had been “rather a favorite among” his “many friends.”79 Mr. May, as he was known as an adult, seemed to be, like Mr. March in Little Women, “a minister by nature as by grace.”80


His and Abigail’s desire for reform arose not only from their Christian faith but also from their Puritan ancestors, who founded America with the hope of creating a purer society. The Mays and their peers abandoned Puritan doctrine but maintained the Puritan view of religion as central to the community and the individual. Anyone seen driving out of Boston “on Sunday, either in the morning or in the afternoon, would have lost credit.”81 Dorothy and Joseph May had “a deep interest in religious thought and inquiry.”82 Twice each Sunday they attended services at King’s Chapel, where Abigail’s early “love of sacred music was intensified . . . by the grand harmonies of the organ and my father’s fine bass voice.” The Mays had switched to King’s Chapel from Old South after the American Revolution because they preferred its minister, James Freeman, who rejected the Creed, the Trinity, the liturgy in the Book of Common Prayer, and the prehuman existence of Jesus Christ. They were early Unitarians, a liberal sect of Protestantism only a few decades old. The Puritans’ Congregational Church, founded on John Calvin’s theology, had taught that God is all-powerful, humanity is depraved, and individuals are predestined for salvation or damnation. Unitarians rejected these beliefs, praying instead to a kindly God who promotes the welfare of humans, each one virtuous and worthy of salvation. They believed humans could make themselves perfect. “I must reverence human nature,” the Reverend Dr. William Ellery Channing, who mentored the young Sam Jo, wrote. “I cannot but pity the man who recognizes nothing godlike in his own nature.”83


In many ways, though, Unitarians still experienced the world as Puritans.84 Abigail and her siblings inherited from their parents and ancestors a commitment to morality and the belief that more was expected of them than of others. Their progressive politics were a liberal, rational extension of the Puritan impulse toward salvation. Boston Brahmins were a model people, they felt, and theirs should be a model city. They had, in addition to Dr. Channing’s sermons on the “perfectibility of human nature,” according to Abigail’s contemporary Edward Everett Hale, the Unitarian “Dr. Joseph Tuckerman determined that the gospel of Jesus Christ should work its miracles among all sorts and conditions of men; they had a system of public education which they meant to press to its very best; and they had all the money which was needed for anything good.85 These men subscribed their money with the greatest promptness for any enterprise which promised the elevation of human society.” Convinced that “if people only knew what was right they would do what was right,” Joseph May and his peers founded the Massachusetts General Hospital, its “annex for the insane,” and institutions to train the deaf and the blind—much as their seventeenth-century ancestors had established Boston Latin and Harvard College.


Harvard Divinity School, which Samuel Joseph May entered in 1818 when Abigail was seventeen, was the ideal training ground for a Unitarian divine. Founded only two years earlier, the divinity school was dominated by professors of theology who rejected orthodox Calvinism in favor of “Liberal Christianity,” which “dictated nothing, except personal purity and righteousness . . . [and] fidelity to our highest sense of the true and the right,” as Samuel Joseph recalled later.86 He studied the Bible, Scottish Common Sense philosophy, and John Locke. When he came home in 1820 with his doctorate, he handed his father the final receipt for his Harvard education, at just under two hundred dollars a year. Joseph May folded the receipt with “an emphatic pressure of his hand” and said, “My son, I am rejoiced that you have gotten through, and that I have been able to afford you the advantages you have enjoyed.87 If you have been faithful, you have now been possessed of an education that will enable you to go anywhere.”


Joseph May advised his son, “Stand up among your fellow-men, and by serving them in one department of usefulness or another, make yourself worthy of a comfortable livelihood, if no more.” He added a warning: “If you have not improved your advantages, or should be hereafter slothful, I thank God that I have not property to leave you that will hold you up in a place among men, where you will not deserve to stand.”


Abigail never heard such a message from her father. It never occurred to him to secure for her any formal schooling. Her husband, not she, needed an education. Her duty, her father explained when she was ten and “inexperienced in the ways of the world,” was to be good and therefore happy, quoting the old maxim, “To be good is to be happy.”88 Goodness in a woman entailed “attention, kindness, gentleness, good nature, and a desire to please,” which would “procure friends [and] diffuse pleasure all around.” She should demonstrate “industry, patience, perseverance, fidelity . . . moral virtue, piety, and resignation.” Nowhere in Joseph May’s list for Abigail were his admonitions to a son: Stand up among your fellow men . . . Improve your advantages . . . Go anywhere . . .


Soon after Abigail’s seventeenth birthday her father advised her to marry a first cousin, Samuel May Frothingham, the twenty-eight-year-old son of Joseph May’s closest sister, Martha, and her husband, a prosperous Portland, Maine, judge named John Frothingham. Joseph May believed that his nephew, who lived and worked in Boston, would be a good match for his youngest daughter. It was not uncommon for first cousins to marry, sometimes to maintain family fortunes, but even Abigail’s ancestor the repentant witch judge had questioned the lawfulness of the custom.89


Abigail liked her cousin, but she had never considered marrying him. Nor had she seriously considered marrying anyone. She felt that marriage might not suit her. She knew of no woman whose marriage she wished to emulate, although two of her three older sisters had married—Catherine in 1808, when she was twenty-one, and Eliza, at age seventeen, in 1817. Catherine had died, probably in childbirth, in 1815. She had left a husband and a five-year-old son, Charles Windship, for whom Abigail sometimes cared.90


Bending to paternal pressure, Abigail consented to her cousin’s frequent visits. Soon after her eighteenth birthday, she and Samuel May Frothingham were, she told her daughters later, “virtually betrothed.”91 But she continued to doubt the wisdom of the union. Years of watching her mother’s poor health and stifled passions prompted in Abigail a desire to avoid a commitment based on duty. Marriage should be based on love, she felt, not obedience. It should make one happy. Her conception of marriage exemplified a broad social change throughout the Western world. Only around 1800 did people begin to adopt the “radical new idea” of marrying based on love rather than on economic or social factors, and allowing young adults “to choose their marriage partners on the basis of love.”92 It is also possible that Abigail resisted the idea of marrying within her family. “Marry her cousin!” a young woman exclaims in a story that Louisa wrote decades later: “That has been the bane of our family in times past.93 Being too proud to mate elsewhere, we have kept to ourselves till idiots and lunatics begin to appear.” It would be better to choose “the freshest, sturdiest flower . . . to transplant into our exhausted soil.”


“I do not love my dear cousin,” Abigail finally told her parents. Therefore, he could not make her happy, and she could not marry him.


Abigail’s mother accepted her decision not to marry her cousin, but her more conventional father could not. “To be good is to be happy,” he reminded his willful daughter. Samuel Frothingham was worthy and capable of supporting her, so she should marry him. Abigail and her father battled quietly over the matter for months. To defuse the conflict, Samuel Joseph suggested she leave home for a year to study on the South Shore with his friend John Allyn, a Harvard-educated minister, and his schoolteacher sister, Abby. Samuel Joseph thought Abigail would benefit not only from time apart from her father but also from the Allyns’ attentions. Confident in her brother’s judgment, Abigail traveled thirty miles to the coastal town of Duxbury to live and study with the Allyns.


For most of that year eighteen-year-old Abigail learned Latin, French, geometry, astronomy, chemistry, botany, American and world history, moral philosophy, and natural theology under the “most valuable” supervision of Abby Allyn.94 In imitation of her brother and his classmates, she “read History” in a manner “very enterprising,” she reported, “making notes of many” scholarly books, with an emphasis on the Scottish Enlightenment. Among the books she studied were David Hume’s History of England, Edward Gibbon’s six-volume Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, the just-published View of the State of Europe During the Middle Ages by Henry Hallam, William Robertson’s History of Charles V, Oliver Goldsmith’s four-volume History of England, Charles Rollin’s Ancient History of the Egyptians, Carthaginians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Medes and Persians, Macedonians and Grecians, and The Golden Sayings of Pythagoras.95 She “did not love study,” she observed, “but books were always attractive.”


Her brother sent her bundles of books and suggested she read one article from the Rambler Journal each morning “until you can remember the train of thought and the leading ideas.”96 Lest her zeal cause her excessive exertion, he advised caution. “Do not be alarmed by the number of Books which it is desirable you should read; nor be induced to read with too great rapidity. . . . Haste in reading is a great waste of mind as well as time: of mind because it weakens the power of observation; of time because nothing is in fact accomplished.” Finally, “Do not think that all knowledge is to be obtained from books, and that you are . . . only learning when sitting in your little chamber. Let your mind be constantly employed upon something. . . . Indulge your curiosity.”


Looking to the future, Abigail could envision herself as a teacher, like her brother and Miss Allyn. While her brother’s path to the ministry was closed to her, Miss Allyn proved to be “a model worthy of imitation.97 By her character I form my own, and the very improbability of being like her incites me to constant exertion. . . . I may yet earn my bread by the knowledge this year has afforded me and spend . . . [my] life in teaching a school.”98 Abigail loved to write, too, and was praised for her “flowing, full pen.”99 In her heart of hearts, writing—which she called her “old passion”—was what she wished to do.100101


Although still nominally engaged to her cousin, Abigail felt no strong tie to Boston, except to her sisters and mother, whose health continued to decline. More and more Abigail felt the tug of scholarly and professional pursuits. That year she set herself the goal of translating portions of the Gospel of John from the Latin Vulgate into English, as she had seen her brother do at Harvard. “If I should not succeed I should be mortified to have you know it,” she confessed to her parents. “I wish my pride was subdued as regards this.” Nonetheless, working two hours every Sunday for several months, she accomplished the task she had set for herself.


An ambitious young woman, Abigail did not want to be thought inferior to a man. In fact, she said, “I am not willing to be found incapable of anything.”102




Chapter Two


[image: Images]


Drawing Toward Some Ideal Friend


In early August 1819 at the Allyn house in Duxbury, Abigail received a letter with shocking news. Suddenly and unexpectedly, Samuel May Frothingham was dead. She took the stagecoach to Boston to join her family in mourning her dear cousin.


This tragic loss might have been expected to resolve her conflict with her father but apparently it did not. Soon after her cousin’s funeral she returned to Duxbury to continue her studies, and at the end of that year she informed her father she would return home only if he agreed to the condition that she “be allowed to refuse visiting.”103 She would no longer submit to the expectation that she receive eligible young men. “I must be permitted this winter to withdraw,” even “if I incur the epithet[s] pedantic or unsocial or misanthropic,” she resolved. Should her withdrawal arouse criticism, she would “trust that time will obliterate the fiction of opinion, and confirm the decisions of truth.”


Nineteen-year-old Abigail dreamed not of marriage but of teaching school and learning more about the world. She wished to avoid “those gay scenes where once was my delight” in order to study without distraction and to “fix my habits of attention and reflection,” she told her parents.104 “I cannot let this winter pass without much improvement in mind and habits. I feel as if I had just begun life. . . . And I am every day more convinced that there are no real enjoyments but those which philosophy dictates and religion sanctions.” Her father reminded her that a passion for intellectual achievement diverted her from a young woman’s expected path. He must have agreed to her condition, though, because she returned to Boston at the end of 1819 to live with her parents and her sister Louisa.


At home she soon discovered that Louisa shared her interest in education. Several female friends had already started schools in their homes; teaching was one of the few careers open to affluent single women.105 Abigail and Louisa talked about teaching together, which suited Abigail, who did not feel sufficiently confident to create a school on her own. “Louisa’s capability joined with my industry shall make us independent of our relations and happy in ourselves,” unlike the model woman of their day.106


In 1821, to Abigail’s dismay, her sister Louisa accepted a marriage proposal from Samuel Greele, a Harvard graduate of 1802 and church deacon whose first wife had been their late first cousin Lydia Sewall.107 Because a married woman had even fewer employment opportunities than her unmarried peers, Louisa’s marriage would preclude any sisterly school.


Meanwhile, in March 1822, her other surviving sister, Eliza May Willis, who was twenty-three, fell ill and died of unknown causes in Portland, Maine.108 Eliza left a husband, Benjamin Willis Jr., a three-year-old son, and an infant daughter. In a letter to Eliza at the boy’s birth in 1819, Abigail had anticipated the opportunities enabled by his gender: “Soon he will be rivaling his Aunt [Abigail] in ‘amo,’ ‘amas, ‘amat.’ . . .109 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.” Abigail’s desire for a man’s education had not yet caused her to reject the notion that a woman’s mind is inherently weaker than a man’s. Following her sister Eliza’s death, Abigail assumed a traditional female role with her little nephew and niece, Hamilton and Elizabeth Willis, as she had with her sister Catherine’s son, by taking “care of them in their childhood a good deal,” often in her parents’ house on Federal Court. She came to see her motherless niece and nephews as almost her own progeny, referring to them in an 1829 letter to her brother as “my children.” Their care was burdensome. “My time is expired, the children are clamorous,” she added.110 “I have three motherless orphans, all suffering for that care which a Mother only can give. . . .”


Despite, or perhaps because of, the extensive child care that Abigail provided during her twenties to her late sisters’ offspring, she felt unmoored. “I have felt a loneliness in this world that [is] making a misanthrope of me,” she told Samuel Joseph, “in spite of everything I . . . do to overcome it.”111 Her mother, now in her early sixties, was too weak to leave her bedchamber. Abigail felt her father’s continuing disapproval, and her brother Samuel Joseph was no longer present to steady her. He gave his first sermon on Christmas Day 1820 in Springfield, Massachusetts, and was ordained in Boston eighteen months later by Dr. Channing and Dr. Freeman, founders of American Unitarianism.112 “Discover what moral evils have sprung up in the present age,” Freeman had exhorted him, “and you will exert yourself to eradicate them.”113 Samuel Joseph now preached temporarily at the First Congregational Church of Brooklyn, in Connecticut, a state that had never before hosted a Unitarian minister. In order to decide where to preach permanently, he planned to travel down the eastern seaboard to consider churches that had offered him pulpits, as far south as Richmond, Virginia.114 In anticipation of his sister Louisa’s impending marriage, he invited her to accompany him on the trip. Samuel Joseph and Louisa were away for months, leaving Abigail, in Boston with her orphaned charges, bereft.


Conscious of this, her brother sent her letters describing his and Louisa’s adventures. The churches and monuments were impressive, but nothing so impressed him as the sight of human beings in chains. Like their early loss of their brother Edward, this experience changed the trajectory of both his and Abigail’s lives.


The most memorable event of the trip occurred as he and Louisa rode in a stagecoach from Baltimore, where slavery was legal, toward the nation’s capital, the site of one of America’s largest slave markets. “We saw, standing by the road-side, a row of negro men, twenty or thirty in number,” Samuel Joseph wrote. “We soon perceived that they were all handcuffed, and that the irons about their wrists were fastened around a very heavy chain that was passed between them [and] attached to the tail of a large wagon.” Black women passed along the line “giving to each man a thick slice of coarse bread.”


Thinking the men prisoners, Samuel Joseph asked his sister Louisa, “What can they have been guilty of?” A moment later the truth “flashed upon” his mind. “Oh, no, Louisa! They are slaves being taken to market.”


“I reckon,” a southern passenger said to him, “you and the lady are from New England.”


Indeed they were. At home the Mays had heard reports of “the abomination of slavery and the internal slave trade,” but they were not yet conscious of the reality of human bondage. “The house-slaves in our kinsmen’s families in Baltimore seemed to us like any other domestic servant” in Boston, he said. “But here the monstrous wrong stood palpably before us. I never before felt so grateful that I was not born where human beings can be bought and sold, and treated like cattle. I am ashamed of my country and my race.”


The timing of their births had shielded Abigail and her siblings from slavery’s role in their lives. Some of their ancestors’ fortunes were indeed built on the New England slave trade, which began in the 1640s. They had cousins in Georgia and Maryland who owned slaves. Even some of their Massachusetts relatives owned slaves until 1783, when the commonwealth’s highest court banned the slave trade and ordered immediate emancipation. Aunt Q’s father, Edmund Quincy, bought and sold slaves as late as the 1770s; her husband John Hancock inherited his uncle’s slaves in 1764. Hancock’s aunt Lydia at her death in 1776 freed her five slaves, several of whom stayed on as house servants to John and Dorothy Quincy Hancock.115 Many heroes of the revolution owned slaves. But in the mid-eighteenth century, when bonded white servants were so prevalent that “as much as half of colonial society [was] at any moment legally unfree, the peculiar character of lifetime, hereditary black slavery was not always as obvious as it would become in the years following the Revolution when bonded white servitude virtually disappeared,” the historian Gordon Wood explained.116


In the postrevolutionary Boston in which the Mays lived, the wealthy had servants, not slaves. Children of Abigail’s generation knew free blacks intimately, as their nursery maids. Abigail’s first cousin Samuel E. Sewall attributed his adult passion for abolition to his devotion to his black nurse, Flora, who often admonished him, “Swallow your temper.” At the age of three, when he heard someone call Flora “black,” he retorted, “She’s not brack, she’s b’own.”117 Samuel Joseph May remembered as a boy of seven coming to consciousness in the arms of a black woman he did not know. Finding him bloody and unconscious after a fall, she generously carried him home.


But Abigail and her peers were not familiar with the sight of slaves in irons headed to market like cattle. The image aroused in her twenty-three-year-old brother “thoughts and feelings that a few years afterwards took shape and gave direction to the whole cause of my life.” On his return to New England he and Abigail discussed slavery in a new way. It offended them because it undercut their faith in their nation’s righteousness and justice. It was wrong.


Abigail had already impressed friends with “her prompt decisions concerning the right and wrong of things,” in the words of Lydia Maria Child.118 In 1836 Abigail called emancipation “a cause worthy [of] the best and most intelligent efforts of every enlightened American.119 . . . Every woman with a feeling heart and thinking head is answerable to her God if she do not plead the cause of the oppressed, however limited may be her sphere.” She predicted in an 1835 letter to her friend Mary Tyler Peabody, “We shall shake hands over the victories of Abolition before long.120 . . . The dawn is obvious in the dark horizon, depend on it, dearest Mary, we shall live to see the perfect day. Then how those mistaken patriots will exhort the hills to cover them—and the mountains to fall upon them. . . . I mean in particular those men who . . . make the cradle of liberty the coffin of freedom. What they intended for a stumbling block will prove a stepping stone to this righteous cause.”


Abigail had a complex view of her privileged past. She honored her revolutionary and Puritan ancestors—particularly Judge Samuel Sewall, who opposed slavery—but she considered the nation itself corrupt because of its foundation in slavery, which its constitution allowed. This set her apart from her father, who regarded slavery as a necessary evil that would eventually fade away. Massachusetts formally banned slavery in 1783, but Boston’s elite, including Joseph May, did not demand a halt to the national system of slave labor that contributed significantly to New England’s commercial growth. Slavery still thrived in much of the North in the 1830s, George Fredrickson wrote; American “democracy was premised on racism.”121 Most New Englanders opposed abolitionism, considering the idea radical and dangerous. Slavery was too entrenched in American commerce, they believed, to be ended abruptly. If slavery did not gradually disappear, Joseph May and his contemporaries supported “repatriating” freed slaves to Africa. They could not countenance the notion of assimilating freed slaves into American society.


This rejection by powerful Bostonians of the antislavery movement would intensify as New England turned from its maritime economy to a new dependence on manufacturing in mill towns outside cities. By 1840, according to the historian Van Wyck Brooks, the “wheels of the cotton-factories revolved at a furious pace, and the Southern slave-drivers plied their whips to feed the Yankee mills with Southern cotton.122 . . . The more the prosperity of New England came to depend on cotton, the closer the propertied classes drew to the Southern planters, with whom they felt obliged to ally themselves, yielding to them in all political matters.”


In regard to Abigail’s mother, there is no extant record of Dorothy Sewall May’s personal view of abolition or any public topic, as is typical of women of her time.124 It seems likely, though, that Abigail and her brother inherited from her their passion for reform. Among all the ancestors she described to them, the one who aroused her greatest pride was the repentant witch judge who more than a century earlier had called for the abolition of slavery.


In October 1823, soon after Abigail’s twenty-third birthday, her sister Louisa married Samuel Greele. Abigail experienced this union as a loss. Not only were her dreams of starting a school dashed, but now she was the only sibling left with her parents on Federal Court.


Not long afterward her brother, who was twenty-six, proposed to Lucretia Flagge Coffin, the lovely, eighteen- or nineteen-year-old daughter of a wealthy Boston merchant and his wife.123 Lucretia, who had been tutored at home in French, Italian, and probably German, took pride in her refined speech, manners, and appearance. She had a “complex about growing old” that kept her from ever revealing her age to her husband and children. Abigail adored Lucretia and dubbed her “Lu,” the nickname also of her sister Louisa. Samuel Joseph and Lucretia’s wedding, at King’s Chapel on June 1, 1825, troubled Abigail less than those of Catherine, Eliza, and Louisa because it seemed to entail gaining rather than losing a sister.125


Samuel Joseph and his bride returned to Brooklyn, in eastern Connecticut, where he had decided to remain. His father had advised him to take a more impressive pulpit, with an established congregation in a city, because staying in Brooklyn would provide only “conflict, hard work, and poverty.”126 But Samuel Joseph was drawn to evangelize among farmers, bankers, and laborers in mills and factories, many of them still strict Calvinists who considered Unitarianism heresy.127 He embraced the challenge of preaching in a rural, conservative part of New England where slaves still toiled. Connecticut’s 1784 emancipation law had called only for the gradual freeing of slaves’ offspring, so the state still had slaves as late as the 1850s.128 Brooklyn, about eighty miles southwest of Boston, was not too far to prevent frequent trips home to see his parents and Abigail.


Despite his idealism, Samuel Joseph’s progressive opinions soon aroused suspicion in Connecticut. An early follower of Noah Worcester, founder of the fledgling American peace movement, whom he’d met during divinity school, Samuel Joseph formed a Brooklyn Peace Society and gave sermons advocating disarmament. He considered capital punishment “judicial murder” and declined to preach at an 1826 execution. He could not serve as chaplain of a regiment because, he said, his only prayer would be “that they might beat their swords into plowshares and learn war no more.”129


Perhaps more shocking to his neighbors, the Reverend May preached the virtues of temperance.132 He and Lucretia agreed to “total abstinence from intoxicating drinks.”130 They requested that their house in Brooklyn be built “without the customary hospitable kegs of rum, thereby audaciously violating precedent.”131 He founded the Brooklyn temperance society, which sponsored parades of a “Cold Water Brigade” to encourage the drinking of water. Temperance, now seen as “the most popular reform movement of the antebellum period,” was a sincere response by settled Americans to the growing problem of rampant drunkenness among men. In 1830 an American man drank on average the equivalent of a quarter bottle of whiskey every day.133 Alcohol consumption increased with the anxiety and powerlessness experienced by a “growing sea of workers who no longer lived under their employer’s roofs.”134 Most activists for temperance and prohibition were women. Like the early peace movement, temperance was at odds with social norms. In promoting these causes, Samuel Joseph dared to defy his father, but the defiance of a May son, unlike that of a daughter, did not confound the old man.


In Boston a few weeks after Samuel Joseph and Lucretia’s wedding, Aunt Q, now in her late seventies, sat on a balcony to watch the Marquis de Lafayette lead a parade to the Bunker Hill monument to honor the Revolutionary War dead. Nearly a half century before, she and Mr. Hancock had hosted the general, and in October 1781 it had been Lafayette who arrived at their house with news of the British surrender at Yorktown. The general’s host now was Aunt Q’s nephew and Abigail’s cousin Josiah Quincy III, who had been a Federalist senator, congressman, and judge before becoming Boston’s mayor. As Mayor Quincy escorted General Lafayette along streets crowded with people and festooned with French and American flags, “the keen-eyed old soldier” spied Madam Hancock. Although “time had wrought many changes in her piquant face and figure, he instantly recognized her and, with the inborn courtesy of a Frenchman, directed his conveyance to stop in front of the place where she sat, and rising, with his hand placed over his heart, made a graceful obeisance which was gracefully returned.”135 His eyes apparently glistened with tears, prompting Aunt Q to “burst into tears” and proclaim, “I have lived long enough.”


This scene, as it was later recounted by Abigail to Louisa, appears in An Old-Fashioned Girl. Grandma Shaw, who is described as having been a girl during the French general’s 1825 visit, recalls that “by and by the general, escorted by the mayor, drove up” to her aunt’s house on Federal Street.136 “Dear me, I see him now! A little old man in nankeen trousers and vest, a long blue coat and ruffled shirt, leaning on his cane. . . . Lafayette bowed . . . to the governor’s widow, and kissed her hand. . . . The last thing I remember was hanging out of the window with a flock of girls watching the carriage roll away while the crowd cheered as if they were mad . . . ‘Hurrah for Lafayette and Mayor Quincy! Hurrah for Madam Hancock and the pretty girls! Hurrah for Colonel May!’ ” Louisa neither repeated nor explained the novel’s reference to her actual grandfather.


The autumn after Lafayette’s tour, it was not the ancient Aunt Q who died but Abigail’s beloved mother, at age sixty-six, on October 31, 1825. This was another devastating blow to Abigail. In recent years, as her siblings had married and moved away or died, she had grown closer to the woman who seemed at times her closest companion and best confidante. With her mother she could share the dreams of studying, teaching, and writing that perplexed her father. In her journal she paid tribute to her late mother: “She loved the doing of a good action better than describing it.137 She never said great things, but she has done ten thousand generous ones.”


Abigail could not have doubted, if the thought even occurred to her, that her mother’s life would leave little or no mark on the world. Dorothy Sewall May—of whom there are no extant portraits or journals or letters, although the latter two likely existed—was buried at King’s Chapel in early November 1825 with three of her twelve children present: Abigail, Samuel Joseph, and Louisa. Her son Charles had not yet returned from sea, and all the rest of her children were dead.


Without her mother, Abigail felt lonelier than ever. The house that once bustled with her siblings and friends was empty except for her father and servants. Her dislike of socializing isolated her from peers. The present seemed gloomy; the future did not beckon.


A few months after her mother died, her sixty-five-year-old father, still “tall and personable,” informed her that he had proposed marriage to Mary Ann Atkinson Cary, the widow of a King’s Chapel assistant minister.138 Madam Cary accepted his proposal, which in itself was not uncommon; many privileged widowers and a few widows married again.


But the proposal distressed Abigail. Madam Cary was thirty-nine, more than a quarter century younger than Joseph May, younger than two of his children, and only thirteen years older than Abigail herself.139 His action seemed hasty and ill-advised, especially as Dorothy had so recently died. How could a man who so worshipped duty so fail in his duty to his late wife? “My father has been very busy in conjugating the verb to love,” Abigail wrote to a cousin, “and I assure you he declines its moods and tenses inimitably.”140


As headstrong as his youngest daughter, Colonel May married Madam Cary on October 12, 1826, not quite a year after Abigail’s mother’s death. As the new Madam May moved into Abigail’s house, Abigail fled. She traveled by stagecoach several hours south to live with Samuel Joseph and Lucretia, who had rented a house in Brooklyn, Connecticut, while awaiting construction of their new house.141 Abigail reveled in the company of her brother and sister-in-law. With them, as with her mother, she could indulge her fantasy of a future of writing or teaching. Unlike the vast majority of her female peers, who were already married, Abigail devoted her twenties to exploring her role as an individual in the world. In the context of her era, she was behaving like a man.


It was her status as a woman, though, that placed Abigail in the bedchamber on June 27, 1827, when Lucretia May gave birth to her and Samuel Joseph’s first child. They named the baby Joseph, after his paternal grandfather. Abigail and Lucretia grew even closer as they shared the care of the infant and the house, while Samuel Joseph was often away, preaching to other congregations and raising funds for reform.142


One of his missions was to improve Connecticut’s notoriously poor common (public) schools, which well-to-do residents mostly avoided by educating their children privately. Unable to avert his eyes from a problem, the Reverend May leapt into action. He formed a society to raise money for a statewide convention on public education.143 In early 1827 he wrote letters seeking speakers, advice, and support. One of the teachers he contacted was a young man from Wolcott, Connecticut, known for his unconventional teaching methods. He unscrewed the fixed desks and chairs in his classroom, decorated it with greens, and asked his students questions rather than filling them with answers, as was the norm. In the spring Samuel Joseph invited A. Bronson Alcott to come to Brooklyn to discuss rejuvenating the common schools.


On the July afternoon that Mr. Alcott knocked on the parsonage door, Samuel Joseph was not at home and Lucretia must have been occupied upstairs with their new baby, because Abigail opened the door. Before her stood a tall young man with a long face, piercing blue eyes, and disheveled blond hair. He introduced himself and said he was calling on Mr. May. She welcomed him into the parlor and introduced herself as the younger sister of the minister, who would return soon. Until then she could entertain her brother’s guest.


As Mr. Alcott described his classroom in Cheshire, Connecticut, Abigail was struck by his volubility, intelligence, and charm. Especially striking was his tranquility, a remarkable calm that she and many others found alluring. Hearing “the grand diapason of his rich words,” another acquaintance observed, was “like going to Heaven on a swing.”144 Abigail had never before observed in a man such a delightful mix of traits—personal serenity blended with verbal and intellectual intensity.


Before long she felt sufficiently bold to relate some of her own ideas about teaching. She believed that children should be allowed to “think and reason” and be “active in themselves,” rather than “treated like machines . . .145 to be acted upon.” Her particular interest was the education of girls. The deficiencies of her education exemplified a wider problem: “Women are not educated up to their abilities.”146 She hoped to promote female education in order to enhance women’s “moral health and intellectual growth. . . . Let us be taught to think, to act, to teach.”


Impressed, Bronson noted that his eminent host’s lively younger sister was unmarried. There is no extant portrait of Abigail from this period, but later photographs suggest that at twenty-six she was lithe and handsome, with long chestnut hair.147 She had a quick mind, a forthright manner, and dark, deep-set eyes that seemed to take in everything. Bronson, who had never been on intimate terms with a Boston Brahmin, felt drawn to what he called the “May character.148 This family,” he explained the following year, “is distinguished for their urbanity, and benevolence, their native manners and nobleness of souls, moral purity and general beneficences.”


This “young lady apparently near [my] age,” whose culture and early life were so remote from his, enthralled him.149 His first impression, reported in his journal, was of “an interesting woman [I] had often portrayed in [my] imagination. . . . In her [I] thought [I] saw its reality. There was nothing of artifice, or affectation of manners” about Abigail. “All was openness, simplicity,” intelligence, and traditionally feminine virtues: “sympathy, piety, exemplified in the tenderness of the eye, in the beauty of the moral countenance, in the joyousness of domestic performance,” and “refined and elevated conversation. . . . How could [I] but be in love with [these virtues’] possessor? We conversed on a variety of subjects. She had thought for herself. Her sentiments were also [mine]. Her purposes were like [mine]—the instruction of the young. Everything seemed to favor the commencement of an acquaintance of a pure and sentimental kind.”


Abigail knew little of her admirer’s background. She was unaware that he was literally a self-made man.150 “Mr. Alcott,” the eldest son of an unschooled couple named Alcox on a hardscrabble farm in a region of Connecticut known for “extreme” Calvinistic theology, had been baptized Amos Bronson Alcox.151 His early dislike of rote learning prompted him at age thirteen to leave school and read at home among seven younger brothers and sisters. At seventeen he traveled to Virginia and the Carolinas to peddle scissors, puzzles, and trinkets from a cart. Southern planters welcomed the placid Yankee youth into their homes, impressing him with their manners and wealth. He could not make peddling profitable, though; all he accumulated was debt. He returned home “disgraced” and “disgusted” with himself.152
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