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The Ways of Her Household

One of the greatest barriers to an accurate assessment of women’s role in the
community has been the habit of assuming that what women did was not
very important. Housekeeping has long been women’s work, and housework has
long been regarded as trivial. Laurel Thatcher Ulrich shows, however, that house-
keeping can be a complex task and that real skill and intelligence might be exer-
cised in performing it. The services housekeepers perform, in early as well as in
contemporary America, are an important part of the economic arrangements that
sustain the family and need to be taken into account when describing any com-
munity or society. Note the differences Ulrich finds between rural and urban
women, and between middle-class and impoverished women.

By English tradition, a woman’s environment
was the family dwelling and the yard or yards
surrounding it. Though the exact composition
of her setting obviously depended upon the
occupation and economic status of her hus-
band, its general outlines were surprisingly
similar regardless of where it was located. The
difference between an urban “houselot” and a
rural “homelot” was not as dramatic as one
might suppose.

If we were to draw a line around the house-
wife’s domain, it would extend from the
kitchen and its appendages, the cellars, pan-
tries, brewhouses, milkhouses, washhouses,
and butteries which appear in various combi-
nations in household inventories, to the exte-
rior of the house, where, even in the city, a
mélange of animal and vegetable life flourished
among the straw, husks, clutter, and muck.
Encircling the pigpen, such a line would sur-
round the garden, the milkyard, the well, the
hen-house, and perhaps the orchard itself-—
though husbands pruned and planted trees and
eventually supervised the making of cider,
good housewives strung their wash between
the trees and in season harvested fruit for pies
and conserves.

The line demarking the housewife’s realm
would not cross the fences which defined

outlying fields of Indian corn or barley, nor
would it stretch to fishing stages, mills, or
wharves, but in berry or mushroom season it
would extend into nearby woods or marsh and
in spells of dearth or leisure reach to the shore.
Of necessity, the boundaries of each woman'’s
world would also extend into the houses of
neighbors and into the cartways of a village or
town. Housewives commanded a limited
domain. But they were neither isolated nor self-
sufficient. Even in farming settlements, families
found it essential to bargain for needed goods
and services. For prosperous and socially
prominent women, interdependence took on
another meaning as well. Prosperity meant char-
ity, and in early New England charity meant
personal responsibility for nearby neighbors. . . .

... For most historians, as for almost all
antiquarians, the quintessential early American
woman has been a churner of cream and a
spinner of wool. Because home manufacturing
has all but disappeared from modern house-
keeping, many scholars have assumed that the
key change in female economic life has been a
shift from “production” to “consumption,” a
shift precipitated by the industrial revolution.!
This is far too simple, obscuring the variety
which existed even in the preindustrial
world. . ..

Excerpted from ch. 1 of Good Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New England, 1650-1750,
by Laurel Thatcher Ulrich (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1982). Reprinted by permission of the author and

publisher. Notes have been edited and renumbered.
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... Beatrice Plummer, Hannah Grafton,
and Magdalen Wear lived and died in New
England in the years before 1750. One of them
lived on the frontier, another on a farm, and a
third in town. Because they were real women,
however, and not hypothetical examples, the
ways of their households were shaped by per-
sonal as well as geographic factors. A careful
examination of the contents of their kitchens
and chambers suggests the varied complexity
as well as the underlying unity in the lives of
early American women.

Let us begin with Beatrice Plummer of Newbury,
Massachusetts.? Forgetting that death brought
her neighbors into the house on January 24,
1672, we can use the probate inventory which
they prepared to reconstruct the normal pat-
tern of her work.

With a clear estate of £343, Francis Plum-
mer had belonged to the “middling sort” who
were the church members and freeholders of
the Puritan settlement of Newbury. As an
immigrant of 1653, he had listed himself as a
“linnen weaver,” but he soon became a farmer
as well.3 At his death, his loom and tackling
stood in the “shop” with his pitchforks, his
hoes, and his tools for smithing and carpentry.
Plummer had integrated four smaller plots to
form one continuous sixteen-acre farm. An
additional twenty acres of salt marsh and
meadow provided hay and forage for his small
herd of cows and sheep. His farm provided a
comfortable living for his family, which at this
stage of his life included only his second wife,
Beatrice, and her grandchild by a previous
marriage. . . .

The house over which Beatrice presided
must have looked much like surviving
dwellings from seventeenth-century New
England, with its “Hall” and “Parlor” on the
ground floor and two “chambers” above. A
space designated in the inventory only as
“another Roome” held the family’s collection
of pots, kettles, dripping pans, trays, buckets,
and earthenware. ... The upstairs chambers
were not bedrooms but storage rooms for
foodstuffs and out-of-season equipment. The
best bed with its bolster, pillows, blanket, and
coverlet stood in the parlor; a second bed
occupied one corner of the kitchen, while a
cupboard, a “great chest,” a table, and a back-
less bench called a “form” furnished the hall.
More food was found in the “cellar” and in the

“dairy house,” a room which may have stood
at the coolest end of the kitchen lean-to.*

The Plummer house was devoid of orna-
ment, but its contents bespeak such comforts
as conscientious yeomanry and good
huswifery afforded. On this winter morning
the dairy house held four and a half “flitches”
or sides of bacon, a quarter of a barrel of salt
pork, twenty-eight pounds of cheese, and
four pounds of butter. Upstairs in a chamber
were more than twenty-five bushels of “Eng-
lish” grain—barley, oats, wheat, and rye. (The
Plummers apparently reserved their Indian
corn, stored in another location, for their ani-
mals.) When made into malt by a village spe-
cialist, barley would become the basis for
beer. Two bushels of malt were already stored
in the house. The oats might appear in a vari-
ety of dishes, from plain breakfast porridge
to “flummery,” a gelatinous dish flavored
with spices and dried fruit.> But the wheat
and rye were almost certainly reserved for
bread and pies. The fine hair sieves stored
with the grain in the hall chamber suggest
that Beatrice Plummer was particular about
her baking, preferring a finer flour than came
directly from the miller. A “bushell of pease
& beans” found near the grain and a full bar-
rel of cider in the cellar are the only vegeta-
bles and fruits listed in the inventory, though
small quantities of pickles, preserves, or dried
herbs might have escaped notice. Perhaps the
Plummers added variety to their diet by trad-
ing some of their abundant supply of grain
for cabbages, turnips, sugar, molasses, and
spices. . . .

Since wives were involved with early-
morning milking, breakfast of necessity fea-
tured prepared foods or leftovers—toasted
bread, cheese, and perhaps meat and turnips
kept from the day before, any of this washed
down with cider or beer in winter, with milk
in summer. Only on special occasions would
there be pie or doughnuts. Dinner was the
main meal of the day. Here a housewife with
culinary aspirations and an ample larder
could display her specialities. After harvest
Beatrice Plummer might have served roast
pork or goose with apples, in spring an eel pie
flavored with parsley and winter savory, and
in summer a leek soup or gooseberry cream;
but for ordinary days the most common menu
was boiled meat with whatever “sauce” the
season provided—dried peas or beans,
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parsnips, turnips, onions, cabbage, or garden
greens. A heavy pudding stuffed into a cloth
bag could steam atop the vegetables and meat.
The broth from this boiled dinner might reap-
pear at supper as “pottage” with the addition
of minced herbs and some oatmeal or barley
for thickening. Supper, like breakfast, was a
simple meal. Bread, cheese, and beer were as
welcome at the end of a winter day as at the
beginning. . ..

Preparing the simplest of these meals
required both judgment and skill....The
most basic of the housewife’s skills was build-
ing and regulating fires—a task so funda-
mental that it must have appeared more as
habit than craft. Summer and winter, day and
night, she kept a few brands smoldering,
ready to stir into flame as needed. The cav-
ernous fireplaces of early New England were
but a century removed from the open fires of
medieval houses, and they retained some of
the characteristics of the latter. Standing
inside one of these huge openings today, a
person can see the sky above. Seventeenth-
century housewives did stand in their fire-
places, which were conceived less as enclosed
spaces for a single blaze than as accessible
working surfaces upon which a number of
small fires might be built. Preparing several
dishes simultaneously, a cook could move
from one fire to another, turning a spit, check-
ing the state of the embers under a skillet,
adjusting the height of a pot hung from the
lug-pole by its adjustable trammel. The com-
plexity of firetending, as much as anything
else, encouraged the one-pot meal.®

The contents of her inventory suggest
that Beatrice Plummer was adept not only at
roasting, frying, and boiling but also at bak-
ing, the most difficult branch of cookery.
Judging from the grain in the upstairs cham-
ber, the bread which she baked was “maslin,”
a common type made from a mixture of wheat
and other grains, usually rye. She began with
the sieves stored nearby, carefully sifting out
the coarser pieces of grain and bran. Soon after
supper she could have mixed the “sponge,” a
thin dough made from warm water, yeast,
and flour. Her yeast might have come from
the foamy “barm” found on top of fermenting
ale or beer, from a piece of dough saved from
an earlier baking, or even from the crevices in
an unwashed kneading trough. Like fire-
building, bread-making was based upon a

self-perpetuating chain, an organic sequence
which if once interrupted was difficult to
begin again. Warmth from the banked fire
would raise the sponge by morning, when
Beatrice could work in more flour, knead the
finished dough, and shape the loaves, leaving
them to rise again.

Even in twentieth-century kitchens with
standardized yeast and thermostatically con-
trolled temperatures, bread dough is subject to
wide variations in consistency and behavior.
In a drafty house with an uncertain supply of
yeast, bread-making was indeed “an art, craft,
and mystery.” Not the least of the problem was
regulating the fire so that the oven was ready
at the same time as the risen loaves. Small
cakes or biscuits could be baked in a skillet or
directly on the hearth under an upside-down
pot covered with coals. But to produce bread
in any quantity required an oven. Before 1650
these were frequently constructed in door-
yards, but in the last decades of the century
they were built into the rear of the kitchen fire-
place, as Beatrice Plummer’s must have been.
Since her oven would have had no flue, she
would have left the door open once she kin-
dled a fire inside, allowing the smoke to escape
through the fireplace chimney. Moving about
her kitchen, she would have kept an eye on
this fire, occasionally raking the coals to dis-
tribute the heat evenly, testing periodically
with her hand to see if the oven had reached
the right temperature. When she determined
that it had, she would have scraped out the
coals and inserted the bread—assuming that it
had risen enough by this time or had not risen
too much and collapsed waiting for the oven
to heat.”

Cooking and baking were year-round
tasks. Inserted into these day-by-day routines
were seasonal specialities which allowed a
housewife to bridge the dearth of one period
with the bounty of another. In the preserva-
tion calendar, dairying came first, beginning
with the first calves of early spring. In colonial
New England cows were all-purpose crea-
tures, raised for meat as well as for milk. Even
in new settlements they could survive by
browsing on rough land; their meat was a
hedge against famine. But only in areas with
abundant meadow (and even there only in
certain months) would they produce milk
with sufficient butterfat for serious dairying.®
Newbury was such a place.
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We can imagine Beatrice Plummer some
morning in early summer processing the milk
which would appear as cheese in a January
breakfast. Slowly she heated several gallons
with rennet dried and saved from the
autumn’s slaughtering. Within an hour or two
the curd had formed. She broke it, drained off
the whey, then worked in a little of her own
fresh butter. Packing this rich mixture into a
mold, she turned it in her wooden press for an
hour or more, changing and washing the
cheesecloth frequently as the whey dripped
out. Repacking it in dry cloth, she left it in the
press for another thirty or forty hours before
washing it once more with whey, drying it,
and placing it in the cellar or dairy house to
age. As a young girl she would have learned
from her mother or a mistress the importance
of thorough pressing and the virtues of clean-
liness. . . .

The Plummer inventory gives little evi-
dence of the second stage of preservation in the
housewife’s year, the season of gardening and
gathering which followed quickly upon the
dairy months. But there is ample evidence of
the autumn slaughtering. Beatrice could well
have killed the smaller pigs herself, holding
their “hinder parts between her legs,” as one
observer described the process,”and taking the
snout in her left hand” while she stuck the ani-
mal through the heart with a long knife. Once
the bleeding stopped, she would have sub-
merged the pig in boiling water for a few min-
utes, then rubbed it with rosin, stripped off the
hair, and disemboweled it. Nothing was lost.
She reserved the organ meats for immediate
use, then cleaned the intestines for later service
as sausage casing. Stuffed with meat scraps
and herbs and smoked, these “links” were a
treasured delicacy. The larger cuts could
be roasted at once or preserved in several
ways.?. ..

Fall was also the season for cider-making.
The mildly alcoholic beverage produced by
natural fermentation of apple juice was a sta-
ple of the New England diet and was practi-
cally the only method of preserving the fruit
harvest. With the addition of sugar, the alco-
holic content could be raised from five to about
seven percent, as it usually was in taverns and
for export. . ..

Prosaic beer was even more important to
the Plummer diet. Although some housewives
brewed a winter’s supply of strong beer in

October, storing it in the cellar, Beatrice seems
to have been content with “small beer,” a mild
beverage usually brewed weekly or bi-weekly
and used almost at once. Malting—the process
of sprouting and drying barley to increase its
sugar content—was wisely left to the village
expert. Beatrice started with cracked malt or
grist, processing her beer in three stages.
“Mashing” required slow steeping at just
below the boiling point, a sensitive and smelly
process which largely determined the success
of the beverage. Experienced brewers knew by
taste whether the enzymes were working. If it
was too hot, acetic acid developed which
would sour the finished product. The next
stage, “brewing,” was relatively simple. Herbs
and hops were boiled with the malted liquid.
In the final step this liquor was cooled and
mixed with yeast saved from last week’s beer
or bread. Within twenty-four hours—if all
had gone well—the beer was bubbling
actively.10

... A wife who knew how to manage the
ticklish chemical processes which changed
milk into cheese, meal into bread, malt into
beer, and flesh into bacon was a valuable asset,
though some men were too churlish to admit
it. After her husband’s death, Beatrice married
a man who not only refused to provide her
with provisions, but insisted on doing his own
cooking. He took his meat “out of ye pickle”
and broiled it directly on the coals, and when
she offered him “a cup of my owne Sugar &
Bear,” he refused it. When the neighbors tes-
tified that she had been a dutiful wife, the
Quarterly Court fined him for “abusive car-
riages and speeches.” Even the unhappy mar-
riage that thrust Beatrice Plummer into court
helps to document the central position of
huswifery in her life.lt . ..

Beatrice Plummer represents one type of early
American housewife. Hannah Grafton repre-
sents another.!? Chronology, geography, and
personal biography created differences be-
tween the household inventories of the two
women, but there are obvious similarities as
well. Like Beatrice Plummer, Hannah Grafton
lived in a house with two major rooms on the
ground floor and two chambers above. At var-
ious locations near the ground-floor rooms
were service areas—a washhouse with its own
loft or chamber, a shop, a lean-to, and two cel-
lars. The central rooms in the Grafton house
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were the “parlour,” with the expected feath-
erbed, and the “kitchen,” which included much
of the same collection of utensils and iron pots
which appeared in the Plummer house. Stand-
ing in the corner of the kitchen were a spade
and a hoe, two implements useful only for
chipping away ice and snow on the December
day on which the inventory was taken, though
apparently destined for another purpose come
spring. With a garden, a cow, and three pigs,
Hannah Grafton clearly had agricultural
responsibilities, but these were performed in a
strikingly different context than on the Plum-
mer farm. The Grafton homelot was a single
acre of land standing just a few feet from shore-
line in the urban center of Salem.13

Joshua Grafton was a mariner like his
father before him. His estate of £236 was mod-
est, but he was still a young man and he had
firm connections with the seafaring elite who
were transforming the economy of Salem.
When he died late in 1699, Hannah had three
living children—Hannah, eight; Joshua, six;
and Priscilla, who was just ten months.}4 This
young family used their space quite differently
than had the Plummers. The upstairs chambers
which served as storage areas in the Newbury
farmhouse were sleeping quarters here. In addi-
tion to the bed in the parlor and the cradle in
the kitchen, there were two beds in each of the
upstairs rooms. One of these, designated as
“smaller,” may have been used by young
Joshua. It would be interesting to know
whether the mother carried the two chamber
pots kept in the parlor upstairs to the bedrooms
at night or whether the children found their
way in the dark to their parents’ sides as neces-
sity demanded. But adults were probably never
far away. Because there are more bedsteads in
the Grafton house than members of the imme-
diate family, they may have shared their living
quarters with unmarried relatives or servants.

Ten chairs and two stools furnished the
kitchen, while no fewer than fifteen chairs, in
two separate sets, crowded the parlor with its
curtained bed. The presence of a punch bowl
on a square table in the parlor reinforces the
notion that sociability was an important value
in this Salem household. Thirteen ounces of
plate, a pair of gold buttons, and a silverheaded
cane suggest a measure of luxury as well—all
of this in stark contrast to the Plummers, who
had only two chairs and a backless bench and
no discernible ornamentation at all. Yet the

Grafton house was oniy slightly more special-
ized than the Newbury farmhouse. It had no
servants’ quarters, no sharp segregation of
public and private spaces, no real separation
of sleeping, eating, and work. A cradle in the
kitchen and a go-cart kept with the spinning
wheels in the upstairs chamber show that lit-
tle Priscilla was very much a part of this
workaday world.

How then might the pattern of Hannah
Grafton’s work have differed from that of
Beatrice Plummer? Certainly cooking remained
central. Hannah’s menus probably varied only
slightly from those prepared in the Plummer
kitchen, and her cooking techniques must have
been identical. But one dramatic difference is
apparent in the two inventories. The Grafton
house contained no provisions worth listing on
that December day when Isaac Foot and Samuel
Willard appeared to take inventory. Hannah
had brewing vessels, but no malt; sieves and a
meal trough, but no grain; and a cow, but no
cheese. What little milk her cow gave in winter
probably went directly into the children’s
mugs. Perhaps she would continue to breast-
feed Priscilla until spring brought a more
secure supply. . . . Trade, rather than manufac-
turing or agriculture, was the dominant motif
in her meal preparations.

In colonial New England most food went
directly from processer or producer to con-
sumer. Joshua may have purchased grain or
flour from the mill near the shipbuilding cen-
ter called Knocker’s Hole, about a mile away
from their house. Or Hannah may have
eschewed bread-making altogether, walking
or sending a servant the haif-mile to Elizabeth
Haskett’s bakery near the North River. Fresh
meat for the spits in her washhouse may have
come from John Cromwell’s slaughterhouse
on Main Street near the Congregational meet-
inghouse, and soap for her washtubs from the
soap-boiler farther up the street near the
Quaker meetinghouse.!5 Salem, like other
colonial towns, was laid out helter-skelter,
with the residences of the wealthy inter-
spersed with the small houses of carpenters or
fishermen. Because there was no center of
retail trade, assembling the ingredients of a
dinner involved many transactions. Sugar,
wine, and spice came by sea; fresh lamb, veal,
eggs, butter, gooseberries, and parsnips came
by land. Merchants retailed their goods in
shops or warehouses near their wharves and
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houses. Farmers or their wives often hawked
their produce door to door.’. ..

In such a setting, trading for food might
require as much energy and skill as manufac-
turing or growing it. One key to success was
simply knowing where to go. Keeping abreast
of the arrival of ships in the harbor or estab-
lishing personal contact with just the right
farmwife from nearby Salem village required
time and attention. Equally important was the
ability to evaluate the variety of unstandard-
ized goods offered. An apparently sound
cheese might teem with maggots when cut.”
Since cash was scarce, a third necessity was the
establishment of credit, a problem which ulti-
mately devolved upon husbands. But petty
haggling over direct exchanges was also a fea-
ture of this barter economy.

Hannah Grafton was involved in trade on
more than onelevel. The “shop” attached to her
house was not the all-purpose storage shed and
workroom it seems to have been for Francis
Plummer. It was a retail store, offering door
locks, nails, hammers, gimlets, and other hard-
ware as well as English cloth, pins, needles, and
thread. As a mariner, Joshua Grafton may well
have sailed the ship which brought these goods
to Salem. In his absence, Hannah was not only
a mother and a housewife but, like many other
Salem women, a shopkeeper as well.

There is another highly visible activity in
the Grafton inventory which was not immedi-
ately apparent in the Plummer’s—care of cloth-
ing. Presumably, Beatrice Plummer washed
occasionally, but she did not have a “wash-
house.” Hannah did. The arrangement of this
unusual room is far from clear. On December 2,
1699, it contained two spits, two “bouldishes,”
a gridiron, and “other things.” Whether those
other things included washtubs, soap, or a beat-
ing staff is impossible to determine. . . .

But on any morning in December the wash-
house could . . . have been hung with the family
wash. Dark woolen jackets and petticoats went
from year to year without seeing a kettle of suds,
but linen shifts, aprons, shirts, and handkerchiefs
required washing. Laundering might not have
been a weekly affair in most colonial households,
but it was a well-defined if infrequent necessity
even for transient seamen and laborers. One can
only speculate on its frequency in a house with
a child under a year. When her baby was only
a few months old, Hannah may have learned
to hold little Priscilla over the chamber pot at

frequent intervals, but in early infancy, tightly
wrapped in her cradle, the baby could easily
have used five dozen “clouts” and almost as
many “belly bands” from one washing to
another. Even with the use of a “pilch,” a thick
square of flannel securely bound over the dia-
per, blankets and coverlets occasionally needed
sudsing as well.18

Joshua’s shirts and Hannah’s own aprons
and shifts would require careful ironing. Han-
nah’s “smoothing irons” fitted into their own
heaters, which she filled with coals from the
fire. As the embers waned and the irons
cooled, she would have made frequent trips
from her table to the hearth to the fire and back
to the table again. At least two of these heavy
instruments were essential. A dampened
apron could dry and wrinkle while a single
flatiron replenished its heat.

As frequent a task as washing was sewing.
Joshua’s coats and breeches went to a tailor,
but his shirts were probably made at home.
Certainly Hannah stitched and unstitched the
tucks which altered Priscilla’s simple gowns
and petticoats as she grew. The little dresses
which the baby trailed in her go-cart had once
clothed her brother. Gender identity in child-
hood was less important in this society than
economy of effort. It was not that boys were
seen as identical to girls, only that all-purpose
garments could be handed from one child to
another regardless of sex, and dresses were
more easily altered than breeches and more
adaptable to diapering and toileting. At eight
years of age little Hannah had probably begun
to imitate her mother’s even stitches, helping
with the continual mending, altering, and knit-
ting which kept this growing family clothed.!®

In some ways the most interesting items
in the Grafton inventory are the two spinning
wheels kept in the upstairs chamber. Beatrice
Plummer’s wheel and reel had been key com-
ponents in an intricate production chain. The
Plummers had twenty-five sheep in the fold
and a loom in the shed. The Graftons had nei-
ther. Children—not sheep—put wheels in
Hannah’s house. The mechanical nature of
spinning made it a perfect occupation for
women whose attention was engrossed by
young children. This is one reason why the
ownership of wheels in both York and Essex
counties had a constancy over time unrelated
to the ownership of sheep or looms. In the
dozen inventories taken in urban Salem about
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the time of Joshua Grafton’s death, the six non-
spinners averaged one minor child each, the
six spinners had almost four. Instruction at the
wheel was part of the almost ritualistic prepa-
ration mothers offered their daughters.20
Spinning was a useful craft, easily picked up,
easily put down, and even small quantities of
yarn could be knitted into caps, stockings,
dishcloths, and mittens.

- . . acluster of objects in the chamber over
Hannah Grafton’s kitchen suggests a fanciful
but by no means improbable vignette. Imagine
her gathered with her two daughters in this
upstairs room on a New England winter’s day.
Little Priscilla navigates around the end of the
bedstead in her go-cart while her mother sits at
one spinning wheel and her sister at the other.
Young Hannah is spinning “oakum,” the coars-
est and least expensive part of the flax. As her
mother leans over to help her wind the uneven
thread on the bobbin, she catches a troublesome
scent from downstairs. Have the turnips caught
on the bottom of the pot? Has the maid
scorched Joshua's best shirt? Or has a family
servantreturned from the wharf and spread his
wet clothes by the fire? Hastening down the
narrow stairs to the kitchen, Hannah hears the
shop bell ring. Just then little Priscilla, left
upstairs with her sister, begins to cry. In such
pivotal but unrecorded moments much of the
history of women lies hidden.

The third inventory can be more quickly
described.?! Elias Wear of York, Maine, left an
estate totaling £92, of which less than £7 was
in household goods—including some old
pewter, a pot, two bedsteads, bedding, one
chest, and a box. Wear also owned a saddle,
three guns, and a river craft called a gundalow.
But his wealth, such as it was, consisted of land
(£40) and livestock (£36). It is not just relative
poverty which distinguished Elias Wear’s
inventory from that of Joshua Grafton or Fran-
cis Plummer. Every settlement in northern
New England had men who owned only a pot,
a bed, and a chest. Their children crowded in
with them or slept on straw. These men and
their sons provided some of the labor which
harvested barley for farmers like Francis
Plummer or stepped masts for mariners like
Joshua Grafton. Their wives and their daugh-
ters carded wool or kneaded bread in other
women’s kitchens. No, Elias Wear was distin-
guished by a special sort of frontier poverty.

His father had come to northern New
England in the 1640s, exploring and trading for
furs as far inland in New Hampshire as Lake Win-
nipesaukee. By 1650 he had settled in York, a then
hopeful site for establishing a patrimony. Forty
yearslater hedied in the York Massacre, an assault
by French and Indians which virtually destroyed
the town, bringing death or captivity to fully half
of the inhabitants. Almost continuous warfare
between 1689 and 1713 created prosperity for the
merchant community of Portsmouth and Kittery,
but it kept most of the inhabitants of outlying
settlements in a state of impecunious insecurity. 2

In 1696, established on a small homestead
in the same neighborhood in which his father
had been killed, Elias Wear married a young
widow with the fitting name of Magdalen.
When their first child was born “too soon,”
the couple found themselves in York County
court owning a presentment for fornication.
Although New England courts were still sen-
tencing couples in similar circumstances to
“nine stripes a piece upon the Naked back,”
most of the defendants, like the Wears, man-
aged to pay the not inconsequential fine. The
fifty-nine shillings which Elias and Magdalen
pledged the court amounted to almost half of
the total value of two steers. A presentment for
fornication was expensive as well as incon-
venient, but it did not carry a permanent onus.
Within seven years of their conviction Elias
was himself serving on the “Jury of Tryalls”
for the county, while Magdalen had proved
herself a dutiful and productive wife.?

Every other winter she gave birth, pro-
ducing four sons—Elias, Jeremiah, John, and
Joseph—in addition to the untimely Ruth. A
sixth child, Mary, was just five months old
when her father met his own death by Indians
in August of 1707 while traveling between
their Cape Neddick home and the more
densely settled York village. Without the ben-
efits of a cradle, a go-cart, a spinning wheel,
or even a secure supply of grain, Magdalen
raised these six children. Unfortunately, there
is little in her inventory and nothing in any
other record to document the specific strategies
which she used, though the general circum-
stances of her life can be imagined.

Chopping and hauling for a local timber
merchant, Elias could have filled Magdalen's
porridge pot with grain shipped from the port
of Salem or Boston. During the spring corn
famine, an almost yearly occurrence on the
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Maine frontier, she might have gone herself
with other wives of her settlement to dig on the
clam flats, hedging against the day when relief
would come by sea.? Like Beatrice Plummer
and Hannah Grafton, she would have spent
some hours cooking, washing, hoeing cab-
bages, bargaining with neighbors, and, in sea-
son, herding and milking a cow. But poverty,
short summers, and rough land also made
gathering an essential part of her work. We
may imagine her cutting pine splinters for
lights and “cattails” and “silkgrass” for beds.
Long before her small garden began to pro-
duce, she would have searched out a wild “sal-
let” in the nearby woods, in summer turning
to streams and barrens for other delicacies
congenial to English taste—eels, salmon,
berries, and plums. She would have embarked
on such excursions with caution, however,
remembering the wives of nearby Exeter who
took their children into the woods for straw-
berries “without any Guard” and narrowly
avoided capture.® . ..

... The Wears probably lived in a single-
story cottage which may or may not have been
subdivided into more than one room. A loft
above provided extra space for storage or
sleeping. With the addition of a lean-to, this
house could have sheltered animals as well as
humans, especially in harsh weather or in peri-
ods of Indian alarm. Housing a pig or a calf in
the next room would have simplified Mag-
dalen’s chores in the winter. If she managed
to raise a few chickens, these too would have
thrived better near the kitchen fire.26

Thus, penury erased the elaborate demar-
cation of “houses” and “yards” evident in yeo-
man inventories. It also blurred distinctions
between the work of a husbandman and the
work of his wife. At planting time and at har-
vest Magdalen Wear undoubtedly went into
the fields to help Elias, taking her babies with
her or leaving Ruth to watch them as best she
could” A century later an elderly Maine
woman bragged that she “had dropped corn
many a day with two governors: a judge in her
arms and a general on her back.”? None of the
Wear children grew up to such prominence,
but all six of them survived to adulthood and
four married and founded families of their
own. Six children did not prevent Magdalen
Wear from remarrying within two years of her
husband’s death. Whatever her assets—a pleas-
ant face, a strong back, or lifetime possession of

£40 in land—she was soon wed to the unmar-
ried son of a neighboring millowner.?

Magdalen Wear, Hannah Grafton, and Bea-
trice Plummer were all “typical” New England
housewives of the period 1650-1750. Mag-
dalen’s iron pot represents the housekeeping
minimum which often characterized frontier
life. Hannah's punch bowl and her hardware
shop exemplify both the commerce and the
self-conscious civilization of coastal towns.
Beatrice’s brewing tubs and churn epitomize
home manufacturing and agrarian self-
sufficiency as they existed in established vil-
lages. Each type of housekeeping could be
found somewhere in northern New England
in any decade of the century. Yet these three
women should not be placed in rigidly sepa-
rate categories. Wealth, geography, occupa-
tion, and age determined that some women in
any decade would be more heavily involved
in one aspect of housekeeping than another,
yet all three women shared a common voca-
tion. Each understood the rhythms of the
seasons, the technology of fire-building, the
persistence of the daily demands of cooking,
the complexity of home production, and the
dexterity demanded from the often conflicting
roles of housekeeper, mother, and wife.

The thing which distinguished these
women from their counterparts in modern
America was not, as some historians have
suggested, that their work was essential to sur-
vival. “Survival,” after all, is a minjmal concept.
Individual men and women have never needed
each other for mere survival but for far more
complex reasons, and women were essential in
the seventeenth century for the very same rea-
sons they are essential today—for the perpetua-
tion of the race. . . . Nor was it the narrowness of
their choices which really set them apart.
Women in industrial cities have lived monoto-
nous and confining lives, and they may have
worked even harder than early American
wormen. The really striking differences are social.

... [T]he lives of early American house-
wives were distinguished less by the tasks they
performed than by forms of social organiza-
tion which linked economic responsibilities to
family responsibilities and which tied each
woman's household to the larger world of her
village or town.

For centuries the industrious Bathsheba has
been pictured sitting at a spinning wheel—“She

f
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Laurel Thatcher Ulrich suggests that the pocket, not the spinning wheel, is the best icon for colo-
nial European women. Pockets were tied around the waist, and hidden between the skirt and the
petticoat. They were handy for carrying small objects on one’s daily circuit. Women typically
made their own pockets—sometimes in a plain style and sometimes embroidered or pieced. Here
are five examples ranging in date from roughly the 1720s to the 1820s. Clockwise from top left:
Pocket with lions, made by Judith Robinson, Pennsylvania, 1780-1820; Pocket with flowers and
vase, New England, 1720-1750; Floral pocket, Britain, 1737; Pieced pocket, New York, proba-
bly Albany, ca. 1810; White pocket, New York, Scotia area, 1780-1820. (Courtesy, The Colo-

nial Williamsburg Foundation.)

layeth her hands to the spindle, and her hands
hold the distaff.” Perhaps it is time to suggest a
new icon for women'’s history. Certainly spin-
ning was an important female craft in northern
New England, linked not only to housework but
to mothering, but it was one enterprise among
many. Spinning wheels are such intriguing and
picturesque objects, so resonant with antiquity,
that they tend to obscure rather than clarify the

nature of female economic life, making home
production the essential element in early Amer-
ican huswifery and the era of industrialization
the period of crucial change. Challenging the
symbolism of the wheel not only undermines
the popular stereotype, it questions a prevailing
emphasis in women'’s history.

An alternate symbol might be the pocket.
In early America a woman’s pocket was not
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attached to her clothing, but tied around her
waist with a string or tape. (When “Lucy Locket
lost her pocket, Kitty Fisher found it.”) Much
better than a spinning wheel, this homely object
symbolizes the obscurity, the versatility, and the
personal nature of the housekeeping role. A
woman sat at a wheel, but she carried her pocket
with her from room to room, from house to
yard, from yard to street. The items which it con-
tained would shift from day to day and from
year to year, but they would of necessity be
small, easily lost, yet precious. A pocket could
be a mended and patched pouch of plain home-
spun or a rich personal ornament boldly embroi-
dered in crewel. It reflected the status as well as
the skills of its owner. Whether it contained cel-
lar keys or a paper of pins, a packet of seeds or
a baby’s bib, a hank of yarn, or a Testament, it
characterized the social complexity as well as
the demanding diversity of women'’s work.
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