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WRITING WOMEN’S LIVES

AMERICAN WOMEN’S HISTORY
THROUGH LETTERS AND DIARIES



Preface

The recent scholarly awakening to the place of
women in American social history can profit greatly
from an overlooked body of literature: diaries and letters
by women themselves. The intimacy of such materials
reveals attitudes, feelings, and perspectives that would
seldom find expression in more public documents. In-
cluded here are entries from early colonial settlement
through recent times; plantation owners and slaves;
native Americans; indentured servants; women in the
military and on the homefront; immigrants and west-
ward migrants; and women on the frontier of equal
rights. The reader can return with each writer to some
moment that reveals ways in which women helped to
shape American society.



Editorial Comments

We have endeavored to remain faithful to each of
the diaries and letters excerpted here. Aside from ellip-
ses and marks indicating omitted entries, major textual
changes are noted in the introductory remarks to rele-
vant selections.
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Part 1

The Colonial and
Revolutionary Eras,

From the Beginnings to
1789

Women were present from the founding of almost every English colony
in America, and their labor was vital to the success of the new settlements.
For some, the colonies offered possibilities for economic independence
unknown in- Europe. The fluidity of society and the relative shortage of
women and of workers in general created opportunities for women to
escape some of the restrictions placed on them in the Old World. This was
particularly true for widows and for single women, who were unburdened
by marriage laws assigning their property to their husbands, but married
women too at times were able to establish themselves in business or the
trades. The readings in this chapter contain several diaries of such women.

Sarah Kemble Knight, a widow, undertook an adventurous journey
from Massachusetts to Connecticut to conduct family business. Eliza Lucas
managed three family plantations, and Martha Ballard was a successful mid-
wife. Most women faced more difficult circumstances. Mary Stafford’s let-
ter to her cousin describes the trials of a recently arrived immigrant family.
Lowest on the social scale among white women were indentured ser-
vants, bound to their employers for up to seven years to pay for their pas-
sage to America. They could be treated very harshly, as Elizabeth Sprigs’
letter to her father demonstrates. Worst of all was the condition of slave
women. They were denied any semblance of legal rights and, unlike most

1



2  WRITING WOMEN’S LIVES

white indentured servants, were forced to labor in the fields along with the
men.

Women were active participants in the protests leading to the Revolu-
tion, being especially prominent in organizing and supporting economic
boycotts of British goods. When the war came, women whose husbands
were in the army played a vital role in the war effort as managers of homes,
farms, and businesses. Those who were Loyalists could also face persecu-
tion, as the diary of Catherine Van Cortandt demonstrates.

During the early eighteenth century there had been a growing will-
ingness among women to protest their subordinate status, including their
legal and political disadvantages. Elizabeth Magawley’s letter touches
lightly on these issues, questioning some of the stereotypes of women'’s
behavior. With the coming of the Revolution, the rhetoric of protest be-
came more direct. How could a political cause that asserted “all men are
created equal” continue to ignore the inequality imposed on women?
Abigail Adams’ letters to her husband John are examples of the impact of
the Revolution on women’s political consciousness. Slavery represented
another glaring conflict between Revolutionary rhetoric and Revolution-
ary practice. The African-American poet Phillis Wheatley issued a plea for
equal rights, while the slave Belinda petitioned for her freedom, citing the
Revolutionary cause as a justification.

The Revolution in fact produced few tangible gains for women. There
was little improvement in legal and political rights. The diary of Abigail
Abbot Bailey provides a graphic example of the legal disabilities women
continued to face in the new nation. While slavery gradually disappeared
in the North, it was fastened ever more securely on the South. Women
had, however, gained experience in activism and in formulating political
ideas that would carry over into the women'’s rights movements of the fol-
lowing decades.



1
Sarah Kemble Knight

A Colonial Woman’s Journey,
1704-1705

Sarah Kemble Knight was born in Boston in 1666; she married Richard
Knight and had one daughter before being widowed. Her home in Boston
appears to have contained a shop and also served as a boarding house that
earned a modest income from several renters. The diary excerpts here de-
scribe Sarah Knight's five-month journey from Boston, Massachusetts, to
New Haven, Connecticul, to conduct family business, the nature of which
is unclear. Her entries reveal a woman of wit and humor who ventured
into a man’s world with the courage of a pioneer.

MONDAY, OCTB’r Ye SECOND, 1704.— About three o’clock after-
noon, I begun my Journey from Boston to New-Haven; being about two
Hundred Mile. My Kinsman, Capt. Robert Luist, waited on me as farr as
Dedham, where I was to meet ye Western post.

I vissitted the Reverd. Mr. Belcher, ye Minister of ye town, and tarried
there till evening, in hopes ye post would come along. But he not coming,
I resolved to go to Billingses where he used to lodg, being 12 miles further.
But being ignorant of the way, Madm Billings, seing no persuasions of her
good spouses or hers could prevail with me to Lodg there that night, Very
kindly went wyth me to ye Tavern, where I hoped to get my guide, And
desired the Hostess to inquire of her guests whether any of them would go
with mee. . ...

... to my no small surprise, son John arrose, and gravely demanded
what I would give him to go with me? Give you, sais I, are you John? Yes,
says he, for want of a Better; And behold! this John look’s as old as my
Host, and perhaps had bin a man in the last Century. Well, Mr. John, sais
I, make your demands. Why, half a pss. of eight and a dram [likely, a dram
of alcohol], sais John. I agreed and gave him a Dram (now) in hand to bind
the bargain. . . .

... When we had Ridd about an how’r, wee come into a thick swamp,
wch. by Reason of a great fogg, very much startled mee, it being now very
Dark. But nothing dismay’d John: Hee had encountered a thousand and a

Sarah Kemble Knight: from Colonial Captivities by Isabel Calder. Reprinted by
permission of the National Society of Colonial Dames of America at 2175 Q Street,
NW, Washington, DC 20007.
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4  WRITING WOMEN’S LIVES

thousand such Swamps, having a Universall Knowledge in the woods; and
readily Answered all my inquiries wch. were not a few.

In about an how’r, or someting more, after we left the Swamp, we
come to Billinges, where I was to Lodg. My Guide dismounted and very
Compasantly help’t me down and shewd the door, signing to me wth his
hand to Go in; wch I Gladly did—But had not gone many steps into the
Room, ere I was Interogated by a young Lady I understood afterwards was
the Eldest daughter of the family, with these, or words to this purpose,
(vis.) Law for mee—what in the world brings You here at this time a
night>—I never see a woman on the Rode so Dreadfull late, in all the days
of my . .. life. Who are You? Where are You going? I'me scar’d out of my
witts—with much now of the same Kind. I stood aghast, Prepareing to re-
ply, when in comes my Guide—to him Madam turn’d, Roreing out: Law-
full heart, John, is it You?—how de do! Where in the world are you going
with this woman? Who is she? John made no Ansr. but sat down in the cor-
ner . .. she then turned agen to mee and fell anew into her silly questions,
without asking me to sit down.

I told her shee treated me very Rudely, and I did not think it my duty
to answer her unmannerly Questions. But to get ridd of them, I told her I
come there to have the post’s company with me to-morrow on my Journey
&c. Miss star’d awhile, drew a chair, bid me sitt. . . . I paid honest John wth
money and dram according to contract, and Dismist him, and pray’d Miss
to shew me where I must Lodg. Shee conducted me to a parlour in a little
back Lento, wch was almost fill’d wth the bedsted, wch was so high that I
was forced to climb on a chair to gitt up to ye wretched bed that lay on it;
on wch having Stretcht my tired Limbs, and lay’d my head on a Sad-
colourd pillow, I began to think on the transactions of ye past day.

TUESDAY, OCTOBER Ye THIRD, about 8 in the morning, I with
the Post proceeded forward without observing any thing remarkable; And
about two, afternoon, Arrived at the Post’s second stage, where the west-
ern Post mett him and exchanged Letters. . . .

... About Three afternoon went on with my Third Guide, who Rode
very hard; and having crossed Providence Ferry, we come to a River wch
they Generally Ride thro’. But I dare not venture; so the Post got a Ladd
and Cannoo to carry me to tother side, and hee rid thro’ and Led my hors.
The Cannoo was very small and shallow, so that when we were in she
seem’d redy to take in water, which greatly terrified mee, and caused me
to be very circumspect, sitting with my hands fast on each side, my eyes
stedy, not daring so much as to lodg my tongue a hair’s breadth more on
one side of my mouth then tother, nor so much as think on Lott’s wife, for
a wry thought would have oversett our wherey: But was soon put out of this

pain, by feeling the Cannoo on shore. . .. Rewarding my sculler, [we] again
mounted and made the best of our way forwards.
... wee rode on Very deliberatly . . . when we entered a Thickett of

Trees and Shrubbs, and I perceived by the Hors’s going, we were on the
descent of a Hill, wch, as wee come neerer the bottom, ’twas totaly dark
wth the Trees that surrounded it. But I knew by the Going of the Hors wee
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had entered the water, wch my Guide told mee was the Hazzardos River he
had told me off; and hee, Riding up close to my Side, Bid me not fear—we
should be over Imediatly. I now ralyed all the Courage I was mistriss of,
Knowing that I must either Venture my fate of drowning, or be left like ye
Children in the wood. So, as the Post bid me, I gave Reins to my Nagg; and
sitting as Stedy as Just before in the Cannoo, in a few minutes got safe to
the other side, which hee told mee was the Narragansett [/ndian] country.

Here We found great difficulty in Travailing, the way being very nar-
row, and on each side the Trees and bushes gave us very unpleasent wel-
comes wth their Branches and bow’s, wch wee could not avoid, it being so
exceeding dark. My Guide, as before so now, putt on harder than I, wth my
weary bones, could follow; so left mee and the way beehind him. . . .

... without a thou’t of any thing but thoughts themselves, I on a suden
was Rous’d . . . by the Post’s sounding his horn, which assured mee hee was
arrived at the Stage, where we were to Lodg: and that musick was then
most musickall and agreeable to mee.

... I'was very civilly Received, and courteously entertained, in a clean
comfortable House; and the Good woman was very active in helping off my
Riding clothes. . . . I then betook me to my Apartment, wch was a little
Room parted from the Kitchen by a single bord partition; where, after I
had noted the Occurrances of the past day, I went to bed, which tho’ pretty
hard, Yet neet and handsome. But I could get no sleep, because of the
Clamor of some of the Town tope-ers in next Room, Who were entered
into a strong debate concerning ye Signifycation of the name of their
Country, (vis.) Narraganset. One said it was named so by ye Indians, be-
cause there grew a Grier there, of a prodigious Highth and bigness, the
like hardly ever known, called by the Indians Narragansett; And quotes an
Indian of so Barberous a name for his Author, that I could not write it. His
Antagonist Replyed no—It was from a Spring it had its name, wch hee well
knew where it was, which was extreem cold in summer, and as Hott as
could be imagined in the winter, which was much resorted too by the na-
tives, and by them called Narragansett, (Hott and Cold,) and that was the
originall of their places name—with a thousand Impertinances not worth
notice, wch He utter’d with such a Roreing voice and Thundering blows
with the fist of wickedness on the Table, that it peirced my very head. I
heartily fretted, and wish’t "'um tongue tyed. ... Iset my Candle on a Chest
by the bed side, and setting up, fell to my old way of composing my Resent-
ments, in the following manner:

I ask thy Aid, O Potent Rum!

To Charm these wrangling Topers Dum.
Thou has their Giddy Brains possest—
And I, poor I, can get no rest.

Intoxicate them with thy fumes:

O still their Tongues till morning comes!

And I know not but my wishes took effect; for the dispute soon ended wth
"tother Dram; and so Good night!



