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ABSTRACT

While historians have often noted the importance of the emergence of the ideal 
of “companionate marriage” in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
little has been done to trace how this shift was worked out in the lives of 
individuals and couples. This study considers one couple’s attempt to establish a 
harmonious union in accordance with new expectations for emotional intimacy 
and female moral authority. I argue that the current state of scholarship on 
marriage in the Early Republic fails to consider how the new emphasis on 
women’s morality and emotional mutuality masks the continued operation of 
male privilege and ignores the importance of religion particularities, which was 
fundamental to individual’s conceptualization of a marital ideal. A case study of 
one women, Louisa Maxwell Holmes Cocke, and her courtship with her second 
husband John Hartwell Cocke is used to demonstrate the effectiveness of 
considering emotion, religion, and power in marital ideals and realities in the 
Early Republic.
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Introduction: Problematizing “Companionate Marriage”

“B u t O , m y vile in g ra titu d e! T is  even  w h e n  I have m o s t to  b e  th an k fu l fo r th a t  

S atan  is te m p tin g  m e to  gu ilty  rep in in g s, &  m u rm u rin g s ,” L ou isa  M axw ell H o lm es  

la m e n te d  in h e r  d iary  in  th e  sp rin g  o f  1821. D e sp ite  th e  “sw ee t re f re sh m e n t” o f  th e  day’s 

p ray e r m ee tin g , she still fe lt th e  stirrin g s  o f  d issa tisfac tio n . “W h e n  shall I a tta in  th e  

g race to  feel h ab itu a lly  th a t  n o t  on ly  th a t  w h ich  m y foo lish  h e a r t  craves above all o th e r  

tem p o ra l b lessings, b u t all th e  th in g s o f  th e  e a r th  w o u ld  an d  co u ld  n o t  m ak e  m e 

h appy!?]” L ouisa p rayed  th a t  G o d  w ou ld  relieve o f  h e r  o f  h e r  d e sp e ra te  desire  fo r 

m arriage -  “th a t  w h ich  m y fo o lish  h e a r t  craves above all o th e r  te m p o ra l b lessings.”

L ouisa b e ra te d  h e rse lf  fo r h e r  w eakness in  seek ing  h ap p in ess  in  ea rth ly  th ings, rem in d in g

h e rse lf  “th a t  i t  is on ly  m y G o d  h im se lf  th a t  can  satisfy  th e  desires o f  m y im m o rta l soul!”1 

D e sp ite  h e r  ong o in g  sp iritu a l to rm e n t, P ro v id en ce , as she saw, w o u ld  so o n  sen d  h e r 

reprieve. In  m id-Ju ly  she m arried  h e r  sec o n d  h u sb an d , J o h n  H a rtw e ll C o ck e , each  o f  

th e m  h o ld in g  h igh  h o p es fo r a h ap p y  an d  sp iritu a lly  n o u rish in g  u n io n . U ltim a te ly , th ey  

w o u ld  b o th  b e  d isap p o in ted .

H is to r ia n s  have d esc rib ed  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  “co m p a n io n a te  m arriag es” in  th e  

la te  e ig h te e n th  an d  early  n in e te e n th  cen tu rie s , b u t  th e  h is to rio g rap h y  is su rp rising ly  

sparse an d  uneven . W h a t  exactly  co m p rises  a co m p an io n a te  m arriage in  th eo ry  an d  in 

p ra c tic e  is slippery , and  o fte n  h is to rian s  have b e e n  in te re s te d  in  th e  p o litica l o r b ro a d  

social ram ifica tio n s  o f  th is  ideo logy  ra th e r  th a n  its  ind iv idual im p le m e n ta tio n  an d  th e  

e ffec ts  o n  th e  lived exp erien ces o f  w o m en  an d  m en  in  th e  early  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry .

1 Louisa Maxwell Holm es Cocke Diary, April 25,1821, in the Cocke Family Papers, 1725-1931, 
Accession 640, etc., Special Collections D epartm ent, University o f Virginia Library, 
Charlottesville, VA 22903. T he diary is also in the above cited deposit bu t accessed via microfilm: 
American Women's Diaries, Southern Women: Louisa M axwell Holmes Cocke, reels 20.1-3, filmed by 
Readex Film Products Corp., 1988!?}. Louisa will hereafter be referred as LM H C , to  reduce 
confusion as she added surnames.

All correspondence cited is from th is collection; spelling and sup ersc rip ting have been 
preserved, bu t the ubiquitous dashes th a t substituted for various punctuation marks have for the 
most been replaced by the actual m ark I believe was represented, for the sake o f clarity and 
narrative flow. Likewise, I have given the w riters the benefit o f the doubt in term s o f spelling, 
unless an indisputable misspelling presented itself. Because o f  the obvious com plications of 
discussing a family while following the convention of referring to  subject by their last names, I 
will refer to  the members o f the Maxwell and Cocke families b y  their first names.
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L ou isa’s en g ag em en ts  w ith  c o u r tsh ip  an d  m arriage, f irs t in  1808 an d  th e n  again  in  1821, 

allow  us to  observe th e  ch ang ing  n a tu re  o f  c o u r tin g  an d  m atrim o n y  in  th e  E arly  

R ep u b lic . T h e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  th e  c o m p a n io n a te  ideal in  m arriage  w as ch a ra c te r iz e d  by 

free ch o ice  o f  p a r tn e r , em o tio n a l m u tu a lity  b e tw e e n  th e  p a rtn e rs , an d  a g row ing  

em p h asis  on  w o m e n ’s m o ra l au th o rity . By ex am in in g  th e  gaps in  th e  h is to rio g rap h y  and  

ex p lo rin g  w h a t L ou isa’s c o u rtsh ip s  an d  m arriages can tell us, th is  p a p e r  seeks to  closely 

analyze “c o m p an io n a te  m arriag e” an d  o ffe r suggestions fo r fu tu re  study .

L ouisa’s ex p e rien ces  suggest several p ro b lem s w ith in  th e  ex istin g  h is to rio g rap h y , 

in c lu d in g  assu m p tio n s a b o u t p o w e r an d  in a t te n t io n  to  th e  ro le  o f  re lig ion . H is to r ia n s  

have freq u en tly  assum ed  th a t  th e  g ro w in g  im p o rta n c e  o f  em o tio n  an d  th e  ideo log ical

p o w er g ra n te d  w ives an d  m o th e rs  in d ic a te d  a sh ift tow ards a m o re  eq u itab le  d is tr ib u tio n
/

o f  p o w e r w ith in  m arriages. A t th e  sam e tim e , w o m e n ’s re lig ious co n v ic tio n s  are  o ften  

o v erlo o k ed , erasing  im p o r ta n t d iffe ren ces  o f  w orldv iew  an d  m arita l e x p e c ta tio n  b e tw e e n  

w o m en  an d  m en. By study ing  L ouisa, h is to rian s  have an  o p p o r tu n ity  to  ex am in e  how  

one co u p le  co n fo rm ed  to  an d  d e p a rte d  fro m  prev ious analyses. L ou isa’s seco n d  c o u rtsh ip  

an d  m arriage in  p a r tic u la r  p o ig n an tly  h ig h lig h t th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  co n s id e rin g  th e  ways 

in w h ich  p a tria rch y  reshapes its e lf  to  p rese rv e  m ale privilege as w ell as th e  c e n tra lity  o f  

th e  c h u rch  in  th e  era o f  th e  S eco n d  G re a t  A w aken ing . W e  c a n n o t u n d e rs ta n d  h e r  

feelings an d  cho ices w ith o u t co n sid e rin g  h e r  re lig iosity  o r a cco u n tin g  fo r th e  im balance 

o f  p o w e r in  she ex p e rien ced  in  h e r  ro m an tic  re la tio n sh ip s .

L ou isa’s d iary  u n d ersco res  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  re lig ion  in  c o n s tru c tin g  

e x p e c ta tio n s  o f  a ffec tio n  an d  c o m p an io n a b ility  du rin g  a p e r io d  o f  rev ived  re lig iosity  and  

a g row ing  em p h asis  on  fem ale p ie ty . T h e  firs t decades o f  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  w ere  

p u n c tu a te d  by relig ious revivals s c a tte re d  across th e  n a tio n . L ou isa  p ra y ed  th a t  in  h e r 

P re sb y te r ia n  ch u rch , to o , “{God} will g ra n t  us an  o u tp o u rin g  o f  his s p ir it  & revive th e  

d isposing  h ea rts  o f  th e  c o n g reg a tio n .” H e r  ex p e rien ce  o f  co n v ersio n  an d  co n v ic tio n  o f  

h e r  s in fu lness d rove h e r, w ith  m any  o th e r  w o m en , to  engage in  b en e v o le n t ac tiv ities  such  

as v is itin g  th e  sick  a n d  needy , d is tr ib u tin g  re lig ious lite ra tu re , an d  su p p o rtin g  an d
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teach in g  in  Sunday  schools. L ouisa d id  all o f  th is  in  th e  e a rn e s t h o p e  th a t  i t  “w ould  

enab le m e to  m ak e th e  only  re tu rn  [G o d ] can  de ign  to  a c c e p t” fo r  h is b lessings, “A  life o f

p ie ty  &  d e v o tio n .” 2

As a w idow  an d  a w idow er, b o th  L ouisa an d  J o h n  h ad  a lready  ex p e rien ced  

m arriage. T h e y  w ere n o t  s ta rry -eyed  y o u th s  ru sh in g  h ead lo n g  in to  co u rtsh ip , eagerly 

em b rac in g  novel ideas a b o u t love and  m atrim o n y . T h e  w ay b o th  p a r tn e rs  em p lo y ed  th e  

language o f  co m p an io n a te  m arriage  in  th e ir  love le tte rs  suggests th a t  th e  ideal was 

ex trem ely  im p o r ta n t  b e fo re  th e  1820s, a ffec tin g  how  th ey  in te rp re te d  th e ir  firs t 

m arriages and  th e  h o p es  th ey  h ad  fo r th e ir  second . S ignifican tly , in  b o th  h is m arriages 

J o h n  se lec ted  w o m en  fro m  N o rfo lk ’s w ea lth y  p ro fess io n a l classes ra th e r  th a n  th e  p la n te r  

elite , w h ich  suggests h is  ch o ices  w ere n o t  p u re ly  financia l o r  co ld ly  p rag m atic . H e  was 

u n c o n c e rn e d  a b o u t acq u irin g  ad d itio n a l lan d  o r  p ro p e rty . Love, o r a t lea s t a ffec tio n  and  

a ttra c tio n , in flu en ced  his dec isions.

W h ile  ty p ica lity  can  b e s t b e  seen  in  aggregate stu d ies , L ou isa  an d  J o h n  w ere  

clearly  d is tin c t am o n g  S o u th e rn e rs . In  ad d itio n a l to  th e  w e a lth  th e y  en joyed, b y  th e  tim e  

o f  th e ir  m arriag e  b o th  h e ld  s tro n g  an tis lav e iy  an d  te m p e ran ce  se n tim en ts . W h ile  th ey  

b o th  ex p e c ted  th e se  sh a red  values to  c e m e n t th e ir  u n io n , th e y  w ere  in su ffic ien t, an d  

th e ir  m arriage u ltim a te ly  d e te r io ra te d . H is to rian s  can  lea rn  as m u c h  from  

d isa p p o in tm e n t as from  success, how ever. L ou isa an d  J o h n ’s o ften -u n h ap p y  

c ircu m stan ces  allow  h is to rian s  to  p ro b e  th e  d ivergences in  e x p e c ta tio n  an d  

c o m m u n ica tio n  b e tw e en  th e  tw o  an d  to  sp ecu la te  m o re  b ro ad ly  a b o u t th e  ideals and  

realities  o f  m arriage a t th e  tim e.

N e a r  th e  e n d  o f  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  an d  in to  th e  early  n in e te e n th , h is to rian s  

agree, th e  ideal o f  “c o m p a n io n a te  m arriag e” em erg ed  in  b o th  E n g lan d  an d  A m erica, 

s tressing  co m p a tib ility , co m p an io n sh ip , free ch o ice  o f  p a r tn e r , an d  re d u ced  p a ren ta l

2 LM H C  Diary, O ctober 26,1816; Mary P. Ryan, “A W om en’s Awakening: Evangelical Religion 
and the Families o f Utica, N ew  York, 1800-1840,” American Quarterly, Vol. 30, no. 5 (W inter, 
1978), 602-623; D onald G. M athews, Religion in the Old South (Chicago: University o f Chicago 
Press, 1977).
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co n tro l, r a th e r  th a n  th e  co n so lid a tio n  o f  w ea lth  o r  p re s tig e .3 V a rio u s  scho lars  have

argued  th a t  sh ifts  to w ard s a c o n su m e r econom y, grow ing  p ro sp e rity , E n lig h te n m e n t 

th o u g h t, th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  sensib ility , an d  th e  rise  o f  evangelical re lig io n  gave g re a te r  

w e ig h t to  em o tio n a l ex p e rien ce  an d  ex p ressio n  m o re  generally . P re sc rip tiv e  li te ra tu re  

increasing ly  in s is ted  th a t  p a ren ts  sh o u ld  re lin q u ish  a u th o rity  ov er c o u r tsh ip  an d  ch o ice  

o f  spouse as th e  ch ild ’s feelings b ecam e p a ram o u n t. In  th e  n ew  U n ite d  S ta tes, 

R ev o lu tio n a ry  ideo logy  p e rm e a te d  d iscussions o f  m o th e rh o o d  an d  m arriage, giv ing a 

rep u b lic an  te n o r  to  th e se  changes. T h e  rise o f  ro m an tic  love a n d  th e  em p h asis  on 

feelings are w idely  ack n o w led g ed  as th e  b eg in n in g s o f  th e  m o d ern -d ay  ideal o f  

“eg a lita rian ” m arriage.

D e sp ite  th e  ack n o w led g ed  sign ificance o f  th is sh if t  in  a t t i tu d e s  to w ard  m arriage 

an d  f re q u e n t re fe re n ce  to  it, th e re  are  few  close stud ies, p a r tic u la rly  o f  th e  E arly  

R ep u b lic  an d  th e  S ou th . T h is  is tro u b lin g , as m o s t h is to rian s  w o u ld  acknow ledge th a t 

su ch  fu n d a m e n ta l tra n s itio n s  are ra re ly  sm o o th  o r  rap id . In  g lossing  o v er th e  h is to ry  o f  

m arriage  and  c o u rtsh ip  in  th e  E arly  R ep u b lic , we m iss th e  n e g o tia tio n  an d  c o n te s ta tio n  

th a t  surely  m u s t have ex is ted  as p eo p le  g rap p led  w ith  n ew  an d  o ld  ideas a b o u t th e  

critica l d ec is io n  o f  se lec tin g  a spouse. By w ritin g  o ff  th e  S o u th  as anom alous, w e risk  

ig n o rin g  th e  c o n tin u in g  ce n tra lity  o f  race to  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f  g e n d e r  a n d  th e  

o rg an iza tio n  o f  social p o w e r in  all o f  th e  U n ite d  S ta tes. T h e  S o u th ’s “p ecu lia r 

in s t i tu t io n ” h e lp ed  fuel in d u s try  in  th e  N o r th ,  an d  rac ism  h ad  n ea rly  u n iversa l cu ltu ra l 

cu rrency . In  slave s ta tes , m arriage legally w as a w h ite -o n ly  in s titu tio n . Ig n o rin g  th e  

priv ilege e m b e d d e d  in  th e  c o m p an io n a te  ideal m asks th e  u n ev en  d is tr ib u tio n  o f  p o w e r 

across class an d  co lo r lines.

T h e  c u r re n t h is to rio g rap h y  re flec ts  little  scholarly  con sen su s a b o u t w h a t 

m arriage  w as like o r  w h a t w ifeh o o d  m e a n t to  w o m en  in  th e  E arly  R ep u b lic , b u t  several 

tre n d s  are  clear. T h e se  tre n d s  reveal g en e ra tio n a l in te re s ts  w ith in  th e  h is to rio g rap h ies  o f

3 T he term  “com panionate marriage” was linked to the late eighteenth-century English
' 1 1 T s Stone in The Family, Sex, and Marriage in England 1500-1800 (New
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w o m en  an d  g e n d e r m o re  broadly . E arly  h is to rian s  o f  w o m en  and  g en d e r argue th a t  rise  

o f  th e  c o m p an io n a te  ideal in  A m erica  w as acce le ra ted  by  th e  R ev o lu tio n ’s eg a lita rian  

ideology, p a rticu la rly  rep u b lican  ideas a b o u t co n se n t and  rec ip ro c ity  b e tw e en  su b jec ts

an d  g o v e rn m e n ts .4 In itia lly , fem in is t sch o lars’ analyses o f  th e  ideological w o rk  o f  

w ife h o o d  an d  m o th e rh o o d  so u g h t to  c o n n e c t rh e to r ic  co n ce rn in g  w o m en  w ith  th e  

c re a tio n  o f  a n a tio n a lis tic  ideo logy  th a t  tie d  th em  to  h o m e  an d  h e a rth . L in d a  K e rb e r  an d  

J a n  L ew is, am o n g  o th ers , fo u n d  th a t  th e  ex p an sio n  o f  w o m en ’s m o ra l a u th o r ity  re if ied  

th e ir  ro les as m o th e rs  and  h o m em ak e rs  an d  ju s tif ied  th e ir  c o n tin u e d  exc lusion  from

p o litic s  an d  e n fra n c h ise m e n t.5

D e sp ite  freq u en t re fe ren ces  to  co m p a n io n a te  m arriage, few  s tu d ies  have

co n s id e red  th e  S o u th .6 T h is  m ay re fle c t th e  scho larly  em phasis on  S o u th e rn  p a tr ia rc h y  

an d  h ie ra rch y . Som e early stud ies o f  a n teb e llu m  S o u th e rn  w o m en  re je c t th e  p o ss ib ility  o f  

g en u in e ly  c o m p an io n a te  m arriages, em p h asiz in g  a lien a tio n  b e tw e en  th e  sexes. C a th e rin e  

C lin to n , fo r exam ple, insists th a t  d o m in ee rin g  p a tria rch s  closely reg u la ted  e lite  

m arriages, so insensitive  to  w o m e n ’s em o tio n a l n eeds an d  physical l im ita tio n s  th a t  

w o m en  w ere  o f te n  k illed  w ith  u n re le n tin g  ch ildbearing . O th e rs  are m o re  a c cep tin g  o f  

th e  c o m p a n io n a te  ideal b u t  n o te  h o w  th e  e lite  S o u th e rn  lifesty le  s tra in e d  such  

m arriages. M o re  recen tly , som e au th o rs  have b eg u n  d efen d in g  S o u th e rn  m arriages, 

in s is tin g  th a t  th ey  w ere  loving, rec ip ro ca l, an d  h ea lth y , w ith  p a re n ts  em ploy ing  

“a u th o r ity  by in d ire c tio n ” ra th e r  th a n  p a tr ia rc h a l ty ran n y .7

4 Linda Kerber, Women o f the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill, 
N .C.: University o f N o rth  Carolina Press, 1980); M ary Beth N orton , Liberty's Daughters: The 
Revolutionary Experience o f American, zn edition (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1996).
5 See K erber, Women o f  the Republic-,] an Lewis, “T he Republican W ife: V irtue and Seduction in 
the Early Republic,” The William arid Mary Quarterly, f  ser., Vol. 44, no. 4 (Oct. 1987), 689-721; 
R uth  H . Bloch, “American Fem inine Ideals in Transition: T he Rise o f the M oral M other, 1785- 
1815,” Feminist Studies, Vol. 4, no. 2 Ju n ., 1978), 100-126; Nancy C ott, The Bonds o f Womanhood: 
"Woman's Sphere" in New England, 1780-1835, zn ed. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
1 9 9 7 )-
6 Ellen K. Rothm an, Hands and Hearts: A  History o f Courtship in America (New Y ork: Basic Books, 
1984); Karen Lystra, Searchingthe Heart: Women, Men, and Romantic Love in Nineteenth Century 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989).
7 Steven M. Stowe, Intimacy and Power in the Old South: Ritual in the Lives o f  the Planters (Baltimore: 
T he Jo hns H opkins University Press, 1987), 84; C atherine Clinton, The Plantation Mistress:
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Som e o f  th e  n ew est li te ra tu re  to u ch in g  on  m arriage b u ild s  o n  th e se  p rev ious 

arg u m en ts, an d  o ffers m o re  ana ly tica l r ig o r an d  n u an ce  w hile  em p h asiz in g  th e  

sign ificance o f  p o w er in  m ed ia tin g  ideals an d  ex p erien ces  o f  m arriage. N ico le  E u stace  

rem in d s us th a t  th e  co m p a n io n a te  ideal o b scu red  th e  w o rk in g s o f  p o w e r w ith in  

co u rtsh ip  an d  m arriage, r a th e r  th a n  erasing  th e m .8 L ikew ise, R u th  B lo ch ’s ex p lo ra tio n  o f  

leg itim ate , m a rita l sexuality  finds c o n tra d ic tio n s  in  th e  im p lica tio n s  o f  ro m an tic  love. 

“W o m e n 's  tam in g  o f  m ale aggression  d ep e n d ed  o n  th e  in fu s io n  o f  fem ale qualities in to  

m en ,” she conc ludes, “a p ro cess  involving th e  d isso lu tio n  o f  a sep a ra te  fem ale id e n ti ty  in 

ways th a t  p ro v id ed  a new  psycho log ica l fo u n d a tio n  fo t  o ld e r legal rules o f  c o v e rtu re .” 

W o m e n ’s n ew  p ow ers as “te n d e r  agen ts  o f  sp iritu a l u p lift an d  m o ra l re fo rm ” rea ffirm ed

th e ir  re la tio n a l, su b o rd in a te  p o s itio n  to  m e n .9

M a r th a  T o m h av e  B lauvelt’s th o u g h tfu l analysis o f  w o m en ’s e m o tio n a l lab o r in

th e  E arly  R ep u b lic  is especially  illu m in a tin g .10 She deta ils  h o w  m id d le - an d  upper-c lass 

N o r th e rn  w h ite  w o m en  used  read in g  an d  jo u rn a lin g  to  d o c u m e n t an d  sc ru tin ize  th e ir  

em o tio n s. She fru itfu lly  ad o p ts  socio logical co n c ep ts  o f  “e m o tio n  w o rk ,” w h ich  

recogn izes feeling  as socially  c o n s tru c te d  an d  individually  n e g o tia te d  w ith in  a c u ltu re ’s 

“feeling ru les ,” th e  gu idelines th a t  d e te rm in e  w h o  can express w h a t em o tio n s , how , and

w hen. T h e se  gu idelines also fram e g e n d e red  co n v e n tio n s  o f  feeling  an d  ex p re ss io n .11

Woman’s World in the Old South (New York: Pantheon Books, 1982); Brenda Stevenson, Life in 
Black and White: Family and Community in the Slave South (New York: O xford University Press, 
1996), 46-47; Lorena S. W alsh, “T he Experiences and Status o f W om en in Chesapeake Society, 
1750-1775,” in The Web o f Southern Social Relations, eds. W alter J. Fraser, Jr., R. Frank Saunders, Jr., 
and Jon  L. W akelyn (Athens, Ga.: T he University of Georgia Press, 1985), 9; Daniel Blake Smith, 
Inside the Great House: Planter Life in Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake Society (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 1980), 130-131. Jane T urner Censer, North Carolina Planters and Their Children, 
1800-1860 (Baton Rouge, La.: Louisiana State University Press, 1984); M elinda S. Bazu, “‘Pledges 
o f O ur Love’: Friendship, Love, and M arriage among the Virginia Gentry, 1800-1825,” in Edward 
L. Ayers and Jo h n  C. W illis, The Edge o f the South: Life in Nineteenth-Century Virginia 
(Charlottesville, Va.: T he University Press o f Virginia, 1991), 9-36.
8 Nicole Eustace, ‘“T he C ornerstone o f a Copious W ork’: Love and Pow er in E ighteenth- 
Century Courtship, "Journal o f Social H istory, Vol. 34, no. 3 (Spring, 2001), 517-546.
9 R uth H . Bloch, “Changing C onceptions o f Sexuality and Rom ance in E ighteenth-C entury 
America,” The William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 60, no. 1 (Jan., 2003), 43, 44.
10 M artha Tom have Blauvelt, The Work o f the Heart: Young Women and Emotion, 1780-1830 
(Charlottesville, Va.: T he University Press o f Virginia, 2007).
11 Blauvelt, The Work o f the Heart, 5-7
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P articu larly  u sefu l are h e r  c o n s id e ra tio n s  o f  co u rtsh ip , anger, a n d  m arriag e  an d  

m o th e rh o o d . C o u rtin g  g irls h a d  to  d iscern  th e  tru e  in te n tio n s  o f  p o te n tia lly  d up lic itous 

su ito rs  a d o p tin g  th e  language o f  sensib ility ; w ives an d  m o th e rs  h ad  to  “re c o n s tru c t  th e ir  

h e a rts ”; all w o m en  h ad  to  ch o o se  w h e n  an d  h o w  to  exp ress th e  u n fe m in in e  feeling  o f

an g e r.12 B lauvelt’s a t te n tio n  to  on e  w o m an ’s ex p e rien ce  w ith  C alv in ism  is especially  

useful. C alv in istic  p ie ty , she argues, c re a te d  a n ew  k in d  o f  e m o tio n  w ork , in  w h ich  

w o m en  so u g h t to  be  “in sen sib le  to  th e  w o rld  and  sensib le  o n ly  to  G o d .”13

Finally , A nya J a b o u r  does a su p erb  jo b  o f  analyzing th e  su b tle  n e g o tia tio n s  an d  

d isap p o in tm e n ts  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e d  th e  co m p an io n a te  m arriage  o f  E liz ab e th  an d  

W illiam  W ir t ,  an  upw ard ly  m o b ile  p o litica l fam ily in  th e  u p p e r  S o u th . T h e  W ir ts  

d e m o n s tra te  h o w  m en  a n d  w o m en , w h ile  em ploy ing  th e  sam e language o f  ro m an tic  love 

an d  co m p an io n sh ip , ac tually  h ad  very d iffe ren t e x p e c ta tio n s  fo r  m arriage . J a b o u r ’s 

analysis o f  th e  W ir t s ’ a t te m p ts  to  reco n c ile  th e ir  o ften  o p p o s in g  v iew p o in ts  h igh ligh ts 

th e  fu n d am en ta l in eq u a lity  b e tw e e n  th e  sexes. “D e sp ite  th e se  g low ing  tr ib u te s  to  th e  

u ltim a te  p o w er o f  love, m en  re ta in e d  p o w er o f  a n o th e r  s o r t  in  th e  p u b lic  realm  o f  w o rk  

an d  p o litic s ,” she con c lu d es. “F o r  m en , love co u ld  be  th e  u l t im a te  so u rce  o f  sa tisfac tio n , 

b u t fo r w o m en , i t  w as o fte n  th e  only  p a th  to  em o tio n a l fu lf illm e n t.” I n  th e  E arly  

R ep u b lic , w o m en ’s “legal an d  ec o n o m ic  pow erlessness w as c o m p o u n d e d  by  th e  fac t th a t  

m en  usually  o u tp a c e d  th e ir  w ives in age, ed u ca tio n , know ledge o f  th e  w orld , an d  physical 

s tre n g th  as w ell,” c o n tr ib u tin g  to  w o m e n ’s “lack  o f  real p o w e r in  th e  p ro c e ss .”14

W h e n  s tu dy ing  th e  d iary  o f  L ouisa M axw ell H o lm es  an d  h e r  le tte rs  to  an d  from  

h e r  fu tu re  h u sb an d , J o h n  H a rtw e ll C ocke, it is s tr ik in g  h o w  h e r  ex p e rien ce  d ep a rts  from  

m o st ex is tin g  in te rp re ta tio n s . Several u n d erly in g  a ssu m p tio n s  a b o u t p o w e r an d  g en d e r 

are especially  p ro b lem a tic . W h ile  th e  scho larsh ip  o f  E u s tace  an d  B loch  has b eg u n  to

12 Blauvelt, The Work o f the Heart, chs. 3-5
13 Blauvelt, The Work o f the Heart, 168
14 Anya Jabour, Marriage in the Early Republic: Elizabeth and William W irt and the Companionate Ideal 
(Baltimore, M d.: T he Johns H opkins University press, 1998), 22, 20, 22.



address so m e o f  th ese  co n cern s , th ey  have y e t to  b e  system atically  analyzed  an d  

in c o rp o ra te d  in to  th e  w id er d iscussion  o f  m arriag e  in  th e  yo u n g  n a tio n . A n  im m e d ia te  

p ro b lem  th a t  so m e h is to rian s  have acknow ledged , in c lu d in g  Suzanne L eb so ck  an d  A nya 

Ja b o u r , is th e  d isp arity  b e tw e en  rh e to r ic a l o r  ideo log ical p o w e r an d  th e  d is tr ib u tio n  o f  

m a te r ia l p o w e r w ith in  ind iv idual m arriages. W h ile  w o m en ’s en h a n ced  m o ra l a u th o r ity  

d id  have s ig n ifican t social an d  p o litic a l ra m ifica tio n s , i t  d id  li tt le  to  g ra n t th e m  m o re  

m a te r ia l p o w e r vis-a-vis m en . I t  d id , how ever, in c rease  th e  re sp o n sib ilitie s  w o m en  

sh o u ld ered . P resc rip tiv e  l i te ra tu re  an d  p o litic a l p h ilo so p h y  n o w  ch a rg ed  m o th e rs  w ith  

superv ising  th e  sp iritu a l d ev e lo p m en t o f  th e ir  ch ild re n  an d  wives w ith  m o n ito r in g  th e  

m oral s ta te  o f  th e ir  husbands; y e t th ey  co u ld  only  in fluence, n ev e r co m m an d . 

R esp o n s ib ility  w ith o u t au th o rity  was a ten u o u s  tr iu m p h  a t best.

H is to r ia n s  sh o u ld  ask, w h a t d id  m en  s ta n d  to  gain  as th ey  o sten sib ly  c o n d o n e d  

th e  d im in u tio n  o f  th e ir  m o ra l au th o rity ?  M en , as au th o rs , p re ach e rs , an d  p o litic ian s , 

w ere  th e  p u b lic  p ro m u lg a to rs  o f  th e  n ew  view  o f  w o m en  as n a tu ra lly  p u re r  an d  m o re  

sp iritu a l th a n  m en . H is to ry  has o f te n  d e m o n s tra te d  th a t  th o se  in  p o w er w ill fiercely  

d efen d  th e ir  au th o rity , so it seem s logical to  ask  w h a t m en , clearly  d o m in a n t legally an d  

ideologically , s to o d  to  gain  by ced in g  so m e o f  th e ir  m o ra l au th o rity . T h re a te n e d  by th e  

eg a lita rian  im p lica tio n s  o f  E n lig h te n m e n t th o u g h t and  R ev o lu tio n a ry  ideology, 

p a tr ia rc h a l p o w e r re c o n s titu te d  its e lf  to  p re se rv e  m e n ’s p o litica l an d  m a te ria l 

d o m in an ce . T h e  ex p e rien ces  o f  th e  W ir ts  an d  th e  C o ck es suggest th a t  in  em p h asiz in g  

w o m en ’s m o ra l value, m en  co llec tively  w ere  ab le  to  ab d ica te  d o m estic  re sp o n sib ility  in  

favor o f  p u rsu in g  th e  p ro d u c tiv e  lab o r o f  th e  w o rk p lace  an d  p o litics , an d  (in ten tio n a lly  

o r n o t) m o re  firm ly  e rec tin g  b a rrie rs  b e tw e e n  th e  pub lic  an d  p riv a te  sp h e re s .15 D e sp ite  

th e  avow ed value an d  d ign ity  in  w o m e n ’s u n re m u n e ra te d  w o rk , th e  re p ro d u c tiv e  lab o r o f  

th e  w ife w ith in  th e  h o u seh o ld  w as increasin g ly  ta k e n  fo r g ra n te d  an d  even tua lly

151 am using “reproductive” and “productive” labor in the feminist sense, whereby reproductive 
labor is the unpaid labor necessary to  keep a household functioning and to  raise and nurture 
children and offer em otional support to  a spouse, and productive labor is paid labor outside o f 
the home. Historically and currently, wom en do the majority o f the reproductive labor, but 
before the stark  separation o f hom e and work, this division was less clear.
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m arg in a lized  as “w o m e n ’s w o rk ” -  ex p ec ted , u n d erv alu ed , an d  invisible. W o m e n ’s 

“n a tu ra l” m o ra lity  also gave ad d itio n a l ju s tif ic a tio n  to  th e  sexual doub le  s ta n d a rd  an d  

sh o re d  up  class divisions. M en , as th e  m o re  p ass io n a te  sex, re ta in e d  exclusive sexual 

access to  th e ir  ch as te  w ives w h ile  b e in g  ab le to  p u rsu e  p re - an d  ex tra -m arita l sexual 

re la tio n s, usually  w ith  w o m en  o f  an  in fe r io r social p o s itio n . N o n -w h ite  w o m en  an d  p o o r  

w h ite  w o m en  w ere  sh u t o u t  fro m  th is  m id d le - an d  u p per-c lass ideal, d en ied  th e  

p ro te c tio n s  o f  “p assion lessness” and  c o n s tru c te d  as sexually available to  all m en. As 

L eb so ck  tid ily  sum m arizes it, “s tan d a rd s  w ere  ru n n in g  fa r ah ead  o f  p e rfo rm a n c e ,” y e t a t 

th e  sam e th e  n ew  c o m p an io n a te  ideal “d rew  s tre n g th  fro m  th e  fac t th a t  it  w o rk e d  fo r

som e p e o p le .”16

T h is  is n o t  to  suggest th a t  love, a ffec tio n , re sp ec t, an d  c o n te n tm e n t w ere  

s tru c tu ra lly  im possib le  in th e  E arly  R ep u b lic  o r  th e  an teb e llu m  S ou th . Som e coup les 

ce rta in ly  w ere  able to  successfully  b u ild  a re la tio n sh ip  o f  e m o tio n a l re c ip ro c ity  a n d  

re sp ec t, b u t  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l asy m m etry  o f  m e n ’s an d  w o m en ’s lives due to  th e  social 

an d  legal forces o f  p a tria rch y  co n sp ire d  to  u n d e rm in e  m any  co u p les’ happ iness. 

D iffe re n t, if  overlapping , ex p e rien ces  gave rise  to  d iv erg en t ex p ec ta tio n s . In te re s tin g ly , 

m en  seem  to  have so m etim es m isu n d e rs to o d  -  d e lib e ra te ly  o r  in n o cen tly  -  th e  

e x p e c ta tio n s  w o m en  voiced , c rea tin g  ten s io n  a n d  d isc o n te n t a f te r  th e y  se t u p  h ouse 

to g e th e r . W o m e n , to o , seem  to  have m is in te rp re te d  o r  ex p la in ed  away m e n ’s 

ex p ec ta tio n s . T h is  risk w as m o s t likely  e x a ce rb a ted  by  th is  p ro m in e n t sh ift in  th e  basis 

fo r m arriage. P eo p le  m arry ing  in  th e  early  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  h ad  to  g rap p le  w ith  

sig n ifican t ch an g e  an d  c o n tin u ity  in  ideas an d  p ra c tic e s  o f  m arriage , co b b lin g  to g e th e r  

new  an d  o ld  in  th e ir  q u es t fo r m arita l fu lfillm en t.

T o  w h a t e x te n t d id  w o m en  a c c e p t th e  ideo logy  p ro m u lg a te d  a b o u t th e m , and  

o f te n  b y  them ? D id  th ey  have re se rv a tio n s  a b o u t th e ir  in c reased  re sp o n sib ility  fo r th e  

m o ra l an d  sp iritu a l w elfare o f  th em selv es , th e ir  ch ild ren , th e ir  h u sb an d s , th e ir  n e ig h b o rs ,

16 Suzanne Lebsock, The Free Women o f Petersburg: Status and Culture in a Southern Town, 1784-1860 
(New York: W .W . N orton  & Co., 1984), 28.
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an d  fo r p riv ileged  so u th e rn  w o m en , th e ir  slaves? I f  w e see su ch  sh ifts  as, a t b e s t, a 

severely c ircu m sc rib ed  e n h a n c e m e n t o f  w o m en ’s pow er, i t  s tan d s to  reaso n  th a t  m any  

w o m en  o f  th e  E arly  R epub lic  m ay them selves have d o u b te d  th e ir  e sp ecia l m orality . 

B lauvelt, E ustace , a n d  J a b o u r  s u p p o r t  th is  hy p o th esis , d o c u m en tin g  n u m ero u s  w o m en ’s 

feelings o f  an x ie ty  an d  am bivalence d u rin g  c o u rtsh ip  and  en g ag em en t. T h e se  w o m en  

a r tic u la te d  th e ir  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t  th e  p o w e r to  in fluence -  to  ch a rm , p ersu ad e , o r  

cajole th e ir  h u sb an d s  in to  b eh av in g  p ro p e rly  -  p aled  in  co m p ariso n  to  th e  h u sb a n d ’s 

license to  ignore an d  rig h t to  c o m m an d  h is spouse.

D iscussions o f  m oral pow er, how ever, w ere n o t  sim ply rh e to r ic a l. W h ile  th ey  

m ay n o t have m ateria lly  re a rran g ed  p o w e r re la tio n s , th o se  w h o  a c c e p te d  th e m  -  

especially  relig ious w o m en  in  a p e r io d  ch a rac te riz ed  by  ren ew ed  re lig ious fe rv o r an d  its 

a fte rsh o ck s  -  p ro b ab ly  saw  th e ir  in flu en ce  as an  aw esom e an d  e sse n tia l resp o n sib ility . 

W o m e n , w ho  w ere ra th e r  su d d en ly  “n a tu ra lly ” m o re  sp iritu a l an d  th u s  b e t te r  su ited  to  

th e  task  o f  regu la ting  th e  h o u seh o ld ’s m orality , m u st have g ra p p le d  w ith  th e  en o rm ity  o f  

th is  re sp o n sib ility  an d  q u e s tio n e d  th e ir  ind iv idual capability , even  i f  th e y  a c c e p te d  th e  

b ro a d e r  a rgum en t. P erh ap s  m en  h a d  few er p ro b lem s accep tin g  th is  sh if t b ecau se  i t  

re lieved  th e m  o f  som e re sp o n sib ility  w ith o u t seriously  u n d e rm in in g  th e ir  p o w e r w ith in  

th e  h o u seh o ld  o r w ith o u t.

A n o th e r  fa c to r receiv ing  sca n t a t te n t io n  in th e  ex isting  l i te ra tu re  on  

c o m p an io n a te  m arriage  is re lig ion . T h e  f irs t q u es tio n  th is  raises is: h o w  d id  ind iv idual 

w o m en  reco n cile  th e ir  n ew  sp iritu a l-m o ra l a u th o rity  an d  fem in in e  subm issiveness? 

R elig ious b e lie f co u ld  have a p ro fo u n d  affec t on  w o m en ’s a t t i tu d e s  to w ard s  m arriage and  

m o th e rh o o d . B elie f in  in n a te  d ep rav ity  in flu en ced  how  w o m en  a p p ro a c h e d  ch ild -rearing , 

an d  d en o m in a tio n a l beliefs a b o u t m arita l au th o rity  p ro b ab ly  h e lp e d  m o ld  co n g reg an ts ’ 

ex p ec ta tio n s . T h e  qu irk s  o f  in d iv idua l personality , vagaries o f  p e rso n a l ex p e rien ce , and  

d iffe ren ces  in  d en o m in a tio n  re n d e r  th e se  q u estio n s even m o re  co m p lex . C alv in ist 

w o m en  strugg led  to  b re ak  th e ir  c h ild re n ’s w ills fo r th e  sake o f  th e ir  salvation  an d  to  

d e te rm in e  if  th e ir  h u sb an d s  w ere  am o n g  th e  e lect. P resum ab ly  w o m e n  o f  d en o m in a tio n s
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th a t  b e liev ed  in  th e  essen tia l goodness o f  h u m an ity  o r th e  p o ss ib ility  o f  un iversal 

salvation , o r  w o m en  w h o  w ere  n o t  deeply  relig ious, h ad  d iffe ren t a tt i tu d e s  an d  few er or 

sim ply  d iffe re n t d ifficu lties  fulfilling th e  c o m p a n io n a te  ideal.

T h e  p ro b lem s w ith  th e  c u r re n t a r tic u la tio n  o f  “co m p a n io n a te  m arriag e” in  th e  

E arly  R ep u b lic  b eg  th e  q u es tio n  o f  w h e th e r  th is  is even an  a p p ro p ria te  te rm  fo r th e  

p e rio d . O n ly  rarely  co u ld  m arriages fully em b o d y  th e  co m p an io n a te  ideal o f  re sp ec t, 

a ffec tio n , an d  rec ip ro c ity . F o r  th e  p u rp o se s  o f  th is  p ap e r, “asy m m etrica l a ffec tio n a l 

m arriag es” will d esc rib e  m arriages n o t  fo u n d ed  o n  sim ilarity  o f  ro les o r  equa lity  o f  

pow er, b u t in  w h ich  th e  c o m p an io n a te  ideal e lev a ted  a ffec tio n  an d  c o m p a tib ility  to  a 

p lace  o f  p rim ary  co n s id e ra tio n , n o t  on ly  in  ideo log ical d iscourses b u t  also in  th e  in tim a te  

exchanges b e tw e en  p a r tic u la r  c o u r tin g  couples. “A sy m m etrica l” also suggests a t  th e  

u n eq u a l n e g o tia tio n  in  w h ich  m en  an d  w o m en  engaged  as th ey  c o u r te d  -  fla tte rin g , 

cajoling, an d  ad m o n ish in g  th e ir  beloved , w h e th e r  a b o u t th e  w ed d in g  d a te  o r  w h e th e r  

th ey  w o u ld  m arry  a t  all ^  w h e re  m en  and  w o m en  reco g n ized  th a t  th e  w ife w o u ld  be 

legally an d  m ateria lly  d e p e n d e n t o f  h e r  husband .

A  case stu d y  allow s us to  add ress th e se  p ro b lem s b y  closely exam in ing  how  

ideology was ap p lied  to  ac tu a l re la tio n sh ip s . T h e  s ta rk  d iffe ren ces  b e tw e en  L ouisa’s tw o 

ex p erien ces  o f  c o u r tsh ip  suggest b o th  th e  u n ev en  ap p lica tio n  o f  th e  co m p an io n a te  ideal 

and  its  g row ing  p o w e r in  th e  firs t decades o f  th e  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry . L ou isa’s firs t 

c o u r tsh ip  to o k  p lace  w h en  she w as a teen a g e r an d  was reg u la ted  by  h e r  b ro th e r , h e r  m ale 

g uard ian . U n fo r tu n a te ly , on ly  th e  le tte rs  fro m  h e r  su ito r  have b e e n  p reserv ed , so we 

c a n n o t have as co m p le te  a p ic tu re  as w ith  th e  second . T w o  decades la te r, she p riv a te ly  

co n tro lle d  h e r  c o m m u n ica tio n  w ith  h e r  su ito r, an d  w hile  h e r  fam ily  was co n sid ered , h e r  

feelings w ere  p rim ary . L ou isa M axw ell H o lm es  an d  h e r  seco n d  h u sb an d  J o h n  H a rtw e ll 

C o ck e  are ex ce llen t sub jec ts  b ecau se  th ey  fru itfu lly  add ress th e  q u es tio n s  o f  

co m m u n ica tio n , re lig ion , an d  reg io n  in  an  ab u n d an ce  o f  e x ta n t sources. N o t  only  d id  

each  save th e  o th e r ’s c o u rtsh ip  le tte rs , b u t L ou isa  also ch ro n ic led  h e r  p riv a te  th o u g h ts , 

feelings, an d  re lig ious d ev o tio n s  in  a diary.
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B ecause she is b e t te r  d o c u m e n te d  d u rin g  th is  p e r io d , an d  b ecau se  w o m en  w ere  

m o re  m ate ria lly  a ffec te d  by  th e se  changes in  m arita l ideals, L ouisa is th e  p rim ary  focus 

o f  th e  case  study . F o r Louisa, w e have h e r  n o t  only h e r  o u tw ard  a r tic u la tio n s  o f  h e r  

h o p es  an d  fears b u t  also h e r  in tro sp ec tiv e  re flec tio n s  o n  h e r  co u r tsh ip  an d  m arriage. In  

tu rn in g  to  L ou isa’s d iary  an d  th e  le tte rs  she ex ch an g ed  w ith  J o h n , w e can  see th e  

d iv erg en t ex p ec ta tio n s , m isco m m u n ica tio n , n eg o tia tio n s , a n d  th e  su b tle  (and n o t-so - 

sub tle) p re ssu res  th a t  c h a rac te rized  c o u rtsh ip s  an d  la id  th e  fo u n d a tio n  fo r asym m etrica l 

a ffec tio n a l m arriages.

L ou isa’s diary offers deta ils  a b o u t h e r  lifesty le  th a t  in flu en ced  h e r  feelings a n d  

b eh a v io r d u rin g  h e r  co u rtsh ip : h e r  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  h e r  fam ily, social visits, ch u rch  

a tte n d a n c e , p ra y e r g ro u p  m ee tin g s , an d  b e n e v o le n t u n d e rtak in g s. O f  course, i t  w as 

p rim arily  w h ite , m id d le - an d  up p er-c lass w o m en  w h o  h ad  th e  tim e , energy, an d  re so u rces  

to  d ev o te  to  o rg an ized  benevo lence. L ikew ise, L o u isa’s affluence, ed u ca tio n , an d  leisure 

-  sh o re d  a t  least in d irec tly  up  by  slavery -  p e rm it te d  h e r  th e  tim e  an d  m eans to  

ex tensive ly  re co rd  h e r  ex p e rien ces  an d  th o u g h ts . T h e  ac tiv itie s  in  w h ich  she fo u n d  and  

a r tic u la te d  a sense o f  m eaning , p u rp o se , an d  b e lo n g in g  w e re  all in ex tricab ly  tie d  to  h e r 

p riv ileg ed  class an d  racial p o s itio n . T h u s, th is  s tu d y  is lim ite d  to  analyzing th e  

ex p e rien ces  o f  p riv ileged  w h ite  w o m en  an d  a t te m p ts  to  reco g n ize  th e  ways in  w h ich  

class s ta tu s  reg u la ted  m arita l ideals an d  realities .

M o re  th a n  ju s t a re co rd  o f  h e r  ac tiv ities , L o u isa’s d iary  also co n ta in s  h e r  p riv a te  

h o p es, fears, an d  prayers ab o u t m arriage, an d  h e r  asse ssm en t o f  h e r  sp iritu a l s ta te . In  

m any  ways, L ou isa’s d iary  is p rim arily  a relig ious d o cu m en t, as h e r m ain  ta sk  was usually  

co m p arin g  h e rse lf  to  a C h ris tia n  ideal an d  b ese ech in g  G o d  fo r assistance in  h e r  sp iritu a l 

d ev e lo p m en t. As a P resb y te rian  an d  th u s  a C alv in ist, L ou isa  a c cep ted  th e  in n a te  

d ep rav ity  o f  h u m an ity  an d  th e  ind iv idua l’s u t t e r  in ab ility  to  ach ieve g race w ith o u t G o d ’s 

assis tance , w h ich  fu r th e r  co m p lica ted  h e r  b a tt le  b e tw e e n  se lf-assertio n  an d  hum ility . 

B lauvelt d o c u m e n t a sim ilar in s tan ce  w ith  Sarah  C o n n ell A yer, w h o  fa iled  to  b r in g  h e r



h u sb an d  in to  th e  fo ld  an d  w h o se  jo u rn a l ex p ressed  “s im u ltan eo u s se lf-co n d em n a tio n  and  

bare ly  su p p ressed  re s e n tm e n t” th a t  re f le c te d  th e  co sts  o f  h e r  e m o tio n  w o rk .17

L ouisa an d  Sarah C o n n e ll A y er had , p e rh ap s, m o re  d ifficu lty  w ith  th e  e m o tio n a l 

su b ju g atio n  an d  se lf-ab n eg a tio n  th e y  d em an d e d  o f  them selves as a C alv in ists  th a n  

w o m en  o f  d iffe ren t sec ts  a n d  tem p e ra m e n ts . She co n tin u a lly  su b jec ted  h e rse lf  to  

ru th le ss  se lf-critic ism  an d  freq u en tly  la m e n te d  h e r  levity, im pulsiveness, an d  irritab ility . 

J o h n ’s firs t w ife, N an cy , le ft no  re c o rd  in h e r  le tte rs  o f  th e  so u l-sea rch in g  angu ish  L ouisa 

ex p e rien ced . L ou isa’s s trugg le  to  re co n c ile  th e  dem an d s o f  h e r  b e lo v ed  an d  h e r  fam ily, 

w ith  h e r  desires and  h e r  co n sc ien ce  illu m in a te  th e  cen tra lity  o f  re lig io n  in  m an y  w o m en ’s 

lives an d  th e  how  th e ir  b ro a d e r  socia l w o rld  in flu en ced  w h a t w as increasin g ly  seen  as an 

in tim a te  m a tte r.

Publicly , in th e ir  le tte rs , L o u isa  an d  J o h n ’s w ritin g  style an d  c o n te n t  reveal th e ir  

p leasu re  in  each  o th e r, th e ir  h o p es  fo r  th e  fu tu re , and, if  read  closely, th e ir  

m isco m m u n ic a tio n  an d  a t te m p ts  to  in flu en ce  th e  o th e r. In  th e ir  le tte rs , each  reveals 

th e ir  aw areness o f  a tra n s it io n  fro m  co u r tsh ip  as a fam ilial affa ir to  a p riv a te  one, as th ey  

so u g h t to  e x tra c t p ro m ises  o f  p riv acy  fo r th e ir  co rre sp o n d en ce . B o th  J o h n  a n d  L ouisa 

a r tic u la te d  a v ision o f  c o m p a n io n a te  m arriage, unaw are  o f  o r  u n c o n c e rn e d  b y  th e  sub tle  

b u t crucia l d iffe ren ces in  th e ir  a ffian ced ’s ex p ec ta tio n s . I f  w e pay  a t te n t io n  carefully , 

th ese  sources te ll th e  s to ry  o f  o n e  c o u p le ’s a t te m p t  to  fo rm  a la s tin g  u n io n  b ase d  o n  th e  

em erg in g  co m p an io n a te  ideal.

As n o ted , to  fully u n d e rs ta n d  L ou isa’s c o u rtsh ip  an d  its  s ign ificance fo r  th e  study  

o f  m arriage in th e  E arly  R ep u b lic , i t  is c ritica l to  u n d e rs ta n d  h e r  class p o s itio n , relig ious 

co n v ic tio n s, and  so m e th in g  o f  h e r  ex p e rien ces  b e fo re  b ec o m in g  M rs. J o h n  H a rtw e ll 

C o ck e . P a rt I  d iscusses h e r  co m in g  o f  age in  N o rfo lk , V irg in ia , h e r firs t m arriag e  as a 

teen ag er, and  h e r  w id o w h o o d  a n d  co n v ersio n . P a r t  I I  focuses closely  o n  h e r  re la tio n sh ip  

w ith  J o h n  H a rtw e ll C ocke. In  th e ir  b r ie f  b u t  w e ll-d o c u m en ted  en g ag em en t, cu lm in a tin g  

in  th e ir  m arriage in  th e  su m m er o f  1821, L ou isa  an d  J o h n  c o n s tru c te d  id ea l spouses using

17 Blauvelt, The Work o f  the Heart, 176.
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th e  em erg in g  language o f  co m p an io n sh ip  an d  c o m p a tib ility  an d  a r tic u la te d  visions o f  a 

h a rm o n io u s  u n io n . C arefu lly  co n sid e rin g  th e  e ffec ts  o f  re lig io n  an d  g e n d e re d  p o w er o n  

th e ir  ideals an d  n eg o tia tio n s  suggests th e  p o ssib ilities  an d  lim ita tio n s  o f  th e  rea lity  as 

w ell as th e  ideal o f  m arriage in  th e  E arly  R epublic .
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Part I. From the “charming Louisa Maxwell” to the pious Mrs. Holmes

Courting Louisa M axw ell: Louisa’s early life a n d  f ir s t  marriage, i j  88-1810

“A las th o se  amorous eyes have b u rn t  a large h o le  in  th e  p o o r  m ans [sic] h e a r t ,” 

E liza K in g  ex c la im ed  in  a le t te r  to  ju s t- tu rn e d -se v e n te e n  L ou isa  M axw ell in 1 8 0 5 .£  ̂ am  

sure you o u g h t to  b e  ash am ed  o f  yourself!.} I really  b lu sh  fo r you  an d  re c o m m e n d  you  to  

w ear sp ec tac les to  co v e r yo u r [large] b lue eies [sic] fo r th ey  deal d e a th  a n d  d e s tru c tio n  to  

all th e  y oung  fellows[!}” C o n tin u in g , E liza teasin g ly  d ec la red  th a t  she d ec id ed  th a t  h e r  

fr ien d  w o u ld  n o t  m arry  th e  b e s o tte d  “M r O lip h a n t,” b u t  “th a t  p leasan t, free, ch a rm in g  

P h ila d e lp h ia n ,” o r  E liza  “will n o t  b e  y o u r b rid e sm a id  & I k n o w  you w ill re g re t th a t .” A  

few  lines la te r , E liza  a d m itte d  h e r envy o f  L o u isa’s c u r re n t travels: “Y o u  th in k  th e  

G rap es  are so u r w h ich  is p a rtly  th e  case fo r really  was I  to  re tu rn  to  N o rfo lk  m y h e a r t  

in te n t  o n  a co n q u e st! ,]  I shou ld  b e  d isa p p o in te d  fo r in  o u r dear T o w n  u n fo r tu n a te ly  

th e re  is [sic] no  B eaux  fo r m e to  m ak e an a tta c k  o n .”18

D e sp ite  E liza ’s p re d ic tio n  th a t  L ou isa  w o u ld  in s is t th a t  she “[d id ] n o t  in te n d  to  

m arry  fo r  fo u r  o r  five years to  co m e ,” a lm o st exactly  tw o  years la te r  L ouisa w o u ld  find

h e rse lf  th e  “judge o f  th e  fa te  o f  one w ho  loves y o u .”19 In  h e r  fifty-five years, L ou isa  lived 

th ro u g h  tw o m arriages, w idow hood , an d  evangelical con v ersio n , d o cu m en tin g  m u ch  o f  

h e r  life in  th e  d iary  she k e p t regularly. T h ro u g h  L ou isa’s eyes, w e g e t a p e rsp ec tiv e  o n  a 

m ajo r tu rn in g  p o in t o f  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  w o m e n ’s lives via h e r  tw o, very  d iffe ren t, 

ex p e rien ces  o f  c o u r tsh ip  an d  m arriage. W e  can  see th e  strugg le to  reconcile  new  ideas 

and  o ld e r  values as she c o n s tru c te d  an d  re c o n s tru c te d  h e r  sense o f  se lf  an d  o f  h e r  

re sp o n sib ilitie s  an d  lim ita tio n s  in  m arr ie d  life.

L ouisa c a n n o t b e  u n d e rs to o d  w ith o u t g rasp in g  th e  sign ificance o f  h e r  u p p er-c lass  

b ack g ro u n d  an d  h e r  fam ily’s em phasis  o n  ed u c a tio n  an d  co m m u n ity  invo lvem en t. H e r  

p riv ileged  u p b rin g in g  gave h e r th e  ed u c a tio n , le isu re tim e , an d  value system  th a t  

u n d e rp in n e d  h e r  p o s t-co n v e rs io n  a tt i tu d e s  an d  activ ities . She m ad  m u ch  in co m m o n

18 Eliza King to Louisa Maxwell, August 31 1805.
19 Eliza King to LMHC, August 311805; Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, August 21 1807.
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w ith  o th e r  e lite  u rb a n  S o u th e rn e rs , an d  grew  u p  in a value system  th a t  w as w idely  sh ared  

by  p ro sp e ro u s  slaveholders.

W h ile  L ou isa’s life is p o o rly  d o c u m e n te d  b e fo re  1811, th e  basic o u tlin es  o f  h e r  

fam ily b a c k g ro u n d  can  be  ascerta in ed . L ou isa  w as b o rn  o n  Ju ly  5th, 1788, in  N o rfo lk , a 

p ro sp e ro u s  sea p o rt an d  V irg in ia ’s la rg est c ity  a t  th e  tim e , th e  y o u n g est o f  n in e  c h ild re n .20 

H e r  fa th e r , J a m e s  M axw ell, b o rn  in N o rth u m b e r la n d , E ng land , le ft  th e  B ritish  navy to  

m arry  H e le n  C alvert, o f  a p ro m in e n t N o rfo lk  fam ily, o n  A p ril 6 ,1767; h e  w as th ir ty -tw o , 

an d  h is b r id e  n o t  y e t sev en teen .21 W i th  th e  h e lp  o f  his fa ther-in -law , Ja m e s  b ecam e a 

p ro sp e ro u s  sh ip -ch an d le r. L ike h e r  m o th e r , L ou isa g rew  u p  in  a slave-ho ld ing  

h o u se h o ld .22 L ouisa, like H e len , was p ro b ab ly  ra ised  w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  an  A frican  

A m eric an  n u rse , fed  by an enslaved  co o k , an d  w a tc h e d  sk illed  an d  u n sk illed  m ale slaves 

enab le  h e r  fa th e r ’s business. Slavery was a c ru c ia l u n d e rp in n in g  o f  h e r fam ily’s g en tee l 

lifestyle.

H e r  fam ily  seem s to  have b ee n  especially  in te re s te d  in  ed u ca tio n . W h e n  Ja m e s  

M axw ell d ied  in  1795, he n o t  on ly  le ft  p ro p e r ty  to  h is y o u n g est d a u g h te r  b u t  also

20 LMH to JH C , June 26th, 1821: “If you choose, you may drink my health on the 5th of next month, as 
it is my birthday.”
21 “My M other,” Lower Norfolk County Virginia Antiquary, Vol. II, p. 56; Russell S. Barrett, "Marriage 
Bonds of Norfolk County," rpt. William and Mary College Quarterly Historical Magazine, 2nd Ser., Vol. 8, 
No. 2 (Apr., 1928), 106; Urbach, “God and Man,” 2. Simmon’s Norfolk Directory, Containing The Names, 
Occupations, and Places of Abode o f the Inhabitants, Arranged in Alphabetical Order... (Norfolk: Augustus C. 
Jordan, 1801 {available through Early American Imprints, Series II: Shaw-Shoemaker, 1801-1819]), 55; 
“Borough of Norfolk, 1802,” compiled by Joseph C. Mosier (Norfolk: Norfolk Historical Society, 
2005), available online at h.tipi//.no.rfolkhis.t()xi.t:aLortf/links/map_iarge.Jitrnl, 39, 55, 56; The Norfolk 
directory, containing the names, occupations, and places o f abode and business, o f the inhabitants... Also, a register 
of the borough corporation, and common-council; court-aays, public officers, ire. with an account o f the different 
instituted societies in the borough—including the police, and other public officers o f the town ofPortsmouth... and a 
complete list o f the streets, lanes, alleys, ana wharves in the borough (Norfolk: A.C. Jordan and Co., 1806 
{available through Early American Imprints, Series II: Shaw-Shoemaker, 1801-1819}), 6,11.
Helen’s grandfather Cornelius was an English sea captain, who retired from the sea to become a 
merchant. H e was very successful, and was able to  bring up his eleven sons and two daughters 
comfortably. His will carefully laid the division of his considerable property, ten slaves, and a variety 
of expensive furniture, including a dozen leather chairs, a leather couch, and a costly symbol of 
gentility, “one large looking Glass.” Helen’s father was his second son, the eldest being lost at sea 
when she was a young child. Ten of the eleven sons took to the sea as “masters of ships,” suggesting 
that Cornelius was able to amply assist them in establishing themselves. “My M other,” LNC VA, Vol.
I, 61, n o  fn.
22 James Maxwell willed his “Female slaves... to my W ife for her Life” and asked that “at her death 
[they] be valued, and then equally divided between my four Daughters.” The inventory made after his 
death counted thirteen slaves, most o f whom probably assisted with her fathers business, but at least 
some of the unnumbered “Female slaves” most likely performed domestic tasks. “My M other,” 
LN C VA, Vol. II, 57-58.
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s tip u la te d  th a t  $ 2 0 0  each  b e  re se rv ed  fo r seven-year-o ld  L o u isa’s an d  h e r  n in e - o r  ten - 

y ear-o ld  s is te r’s ed u ca tio n s , w hile  h e r  n e a re s t b ro th e r  W illiam  w as le f t $500 , w h ich

even tua lly  fin an ced  h is e d u c a tio n  a t Y a le .23 L ouisa an d  Sally m ay  have a t te n d e d  th e  

n earby  N o rfo lk  A cad em y  o r  a n o th e r , m o re  fash ionab le  in s titu tio n , in  k e e p in g  w ith  th e  

g row ing  p o p u la rity  o f  e lite  fem ale b o a rd in g  schoo ls.24 L ou isa’s c o n f id e n t p en m an sh ip  

an d  e leg an t tu rn s  o f  p h ra se  in  h e r  la te r  d iary  an d  le tte rs , as w ell as h e r  e lev a ted  read in g  

se lec tions, suggest th a t  she  rece iv ed  som e so rt o f  tra in in g  th a t  w e n t b ey o n d  th e  

o rn a m e n ta l skills m any  e lite  girls w ere  taugh t.

D e sp ite  h e r  ed u c a tio n a l ach iev em en ts , as E liza K in g  m ak es clear, L ou isa en joyed  

th e  p leasu res o f  b e in g  a ca refree  S o u th e rn  belle. L ou isa  h ad  th e  ad d itio n a l g o o d  fo r tu n e  

o f  b e in g  a ttra c tiv e . She was p e t i te  a n d  slender, w ith  d ark  hair, an d  th ic k  lashes fring ing  

h e r “[large] b lue  eies [r/c].”J o n  U rb a ch , in  his d is se rta tio n  on  L ouisa, suggests th a t  a 

“w eek  w as en o u g h  tim e  fo r L ou isa  to  lose one beau , cap tiv a te  a n o th e r , an d  lay p lans fo r

en sn a rin g  a th ird .”25 H e r  p rim ary  p re o c c u p a tio n s  w ere  social -  ad o le sc en t f lirta tio n s , 

a t te n d in g  dances an d  p a rtie s , v is itin g  w ith  friends, trave ling  to  see re la tives o r  to  v isit th e  

increasingly  p o p u la r w arm  springs.

R elig ion, h e r  p rim ary  c o n c e rn  la te r  in  life, d id  n o t  seem  to  p a rtic u la rly  tro u b le  

L ouisa in  h e r y o u th . She a t te n d e d  th e  E p isco p a lian  C h u rc h  -  th e  on ly  legal 

d e n o m in a tio n  in  V irg in ia  b e fo re  1789 -  p ro b ab ly  to  p lease h e r  m o th e r  an d  to  c rea te  an d  

m a in ta in  social n e tw o rk s . W h ile  she sh o w ed  som e stirrin g s o f  re lig ious d o u b t  as a 

teen ag er, th ey  seem ed  to  have d iss ip a ted  quickly, to  th e  chag rin  o f  h e r  b ro th e r  W illiam . 

F o u r years o lder, en e rg e tic  an d  s te rn , he  h ad  c o n v e rted  to  evangelical P resb y te r ia n ism  

an d  zealously so u g h t to  b rin g  h is s is te r  in to  th e  fold. In  1805, he re m in d e d  his s is te r th a t  

he h ad  “long lab o u red  as you  k n o w  im p ress  yo u  w ith  h ab itu a l rev e ren ce  fo r th e  S uprem e 

B eing, & co rd ia l o b ed ien ce  to  th a t  re lig ion  w h ich  alone, I k n o w  & feel, can  co n d u c t to

23 “My M other,” L N C V A , Vol. II, 57.
24 See Anya Jabour, ‘“Grown Girls, Highly Cultivated’: Female Education in an Antebellum Southern 
Family,” The Journal o f Southern History, Vol. 64, no. 1 (Feb., 1998), 23-64.
25 Urbach, “God and M an”, 5.



life e te rn a l.” L ouisa’s so u l-sea rch in g  seem s to  have b e e n  th e  re su lt o f  som e so rt o f  

e m o tio n a l injury, p e rh ap s  an  e m o tio n a l injury. W illia m  re b u k e d  h e r  fo r “d ese rtfin g l m y 

side, & w anderfing ] from  th e  p a th  to  sn a tch  a p leasu re  w h ich  you  m u s t have fe lt to  be 

w rong , an d  w h ich  you  w ill now  confess has le ft a s tin g  b e h in d  i t .” A ssu re d  o f  h e r  reg ret, 

h e  in fo rm ed  his s is te r  th a t  he w as “th e re fo re  d e lig h ted  to  find , m y  d e a re s t Louisa, th a t  

m o s t o f  y o u r so rro w  p ro c e e d e d  fro m  a sense o f  th e  D iv in e  d isp leasu re , a n d  w as in d eed  

‘a f te r  a godly  s o r t .’ B u t I  h o p e  y o u r b o so m  is now  a t p e a c e .” W illia m  a r tic u la te d  a v ision  

o f  a rig h teo u s, g racious G o d  w h o m  L ouisa w o u ld  la te r  em b race  as h e r  ow n. “T h e  all- 

g racious B eing  ‘w h o  d e lig h te th  to  fo rg ive ,’ is b e t te r  p leased  w ith  th e  te a r  o f  re p en tan ce  

th a n  w ith  th e  sm ile o f  in n o c e n c e ,” he  in fo rm ed  h er, “an d  i f  y o u r so rro w  has b een  

gen u in e , as I  t ru s t  i t  has, I d o u b t n o t  th a t  he  will a ccep t y o u r re p e n ta n c e  as an 

a to n e m e n t fo r y o u r tran sg re ss io n .”26 W illiam  saw  L ou isa’s “tran sg re ss io n ” and  

“re p e n ta n c e ” as p a r t  o f  a P ro v id en tia l p lan  th a t  w o u ld  h o p efu lly  aw aken  h e r  to  th e  t ru th  

o f  P re sb y te r ia n  C hristian ity . D e sp ite  th e se  firs t s tirrin g s  o f  re lig ious s e n tim e n t an d  

W illia m ’s “p ious p ro d d in g s ,” L ou isa w o u ld  n o t  co m m it h e rse lf  to  P resb y te r ian ism  fo r

several years to  co m e .27

J u s t  how  involved  W illia m  was in  young  L ou isa’s life  b eco m es c lea r u p o n  

analyzing  h e r f irs t co u r tsh ip  in 1808, w h ich  is suggestive o f  th e  tra n s i t io n  underw ay  in  

h o w  m arriages w ere  n eg o tia ted . L o u isa’s su ito r, R o b e r t  H o lm es , a y o u n g  physician  

e s tab lish in g  h im se lf  in P e te rsb u rg , em p lo y ed  th e  se n tim e n ta l an d  ro m a n tic  language 

c h a rac te ris tic  o f  co m p a n io n a te  m arriage, b u t  n o t  d irec tly  to  his in te n d e d . All th e  e x ta n t 

c o r re sp o n d en c e  is b e tw e e n  R o b e r t  an d  W illiam .

H e le n  M axw ell h a d  re m a rried  in  1796, b u t  was w id o w ed  again  in  1805, leaving 

W illiam  as th e  m ale a u th o rity  in  th e  h o u seh o ld . H e  ev id en tly  fe lt ju s tif ied  in co n tro llin g  

th e  p a ra m e te rs  o f  L ou isa’s serious dec ision . As U rb a ch  p u ts  it, p e rh a p s  to o  starkly ,

26 W illiam Maxwell to Louisa Maxwell July 25, 1805.
27 “Pious proddings” is Urbach’s phrase. “God and Man,” 18.
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“L ou isa  co u ld  ch o o se  h e r  beaux , b u t  b ro th e r  ch o se  h e r  h u sb a n d .”28 L ouisa m e t h e r  f irs t 

h u sb a n d  th ro u g h  h e r  fam ily n e tw o rk s , as m o s t w o m en  d id  in  th e  early  n in e te e n th  

cen tu ry . B ecause  m any m idd le  class an d  g e n try  fam ilies cu ltiv a ted  b o th  local an d  far- 

flung c irc les o f  frien d s as re la tives, m o s t ind iv iduals  w ere  in  som e m an n e r c o n n e c te d  to  

everyone th ey  m et. In  th is  in s tan ce , h e r  fu tu re  h u sb an d  an d  s te p -b ro th e r , J o h n  R ead , J r . ,  

w ere  friends; p e rh ap s  th ey  s tu d ied  m ed ic in e  to g e th e r , as b o th  b ecam e physicians. I n  th e  

o n e  e x ta n t l e t te r  b e tw e en  th e  tw o, J o h n  u p d a te d  R o b e r t  o n  “M iss C a lv e rtf’s]” b eau x  an d

se n t H e le n ’s (L ouisa’s m o th e r ’s) reg ard s .29 W h ile  th e  ex ac t c ircu m stan ces  o f  th e  H o lm es  

an d  M axw ell fam ily  c o n n e c tio n s  and  L ou isa  an d  R o b e r t’s in tro d u c tio n  are  unclear, th e re  

is l i tt le  m y stery  in his feelings fo r th e  n ew ly -n in e teen -y ear-o ld . I t  is q u ite  likely  he h ad  

b ee n  in  N o rfo lk  fo r business, an d  ren ew ed  h is ac q u a in tan ces  w ith  th e  R eads an d  

M axw ells, g iv ing  h im  an o p p o rtu n ity  to  c o u r t  L ou isa in  p erso n . R o b e r t  w as clearly  

anxious fo r  a sp eed y  answ er to  his p roposa l.

O n  A u g u s t 5th, 1807, in  th e  firs t e x ta n t  le tte r , R o b e r t  w as p ro b in g  fo r  a reply. 

A fte r  in fo rm in g  W illia m  o f  h is m ilitia  d u tie s , h e  asked , “W e ll  W illiam , h o w  is Louisa?” 

H e  im m e d ia te ly  p ro c e e d e d  in to  a d ec la ra tio n  o f  h is feelings fo r  h is fr ie n d ’s sister: “O h  

th a t  th e  sm all w o rd  (M y) b u t  w h ich  co m p rises  so m u ch  co u ld  be p laced  b e fo re  th a t  

sw eet nam e. B u t w hy, i f  i t  is n o t agreeab le  to  th e  lovely o b jec t w h o  b ears  it? W o u ld  I 

re n d e r  L ou isa  unhap p y ?  N o , — I co u ld  n o t .” M ak in g  h is a ffec tio n s  exp lic it, h e  c o n tin u e d ,

“B u t I love h e r , an d  you  k n o w  W illiam , i t  is a s tran g e  P assio n . W o u ld  to  H eav en  she

loved m e as w ell.” S eek ing  reassu rance  th a t  h is su it w as n o t  in  vain, he  in q u ired , “D o es 

she ever m e n tio n  m y nam e? A n d  w ith  a p p a re n t p leasu re?” R esign ing  h im se lf  to  suspense 

u n til a he rece iv ed  reply, he e n tre a te d  “G O D  {to] p ro te c t  h e r  w ith  th e  ca re  an d  

a t te n t io n  to  h e r  invaluable w o r th .”30

28 Urbach, “God and Man,” 6.
29J.{K}. Read Jr. to Dr. Robert Holmes, September 20,1804. John, Jr., died only a few weeks after his 
father in 1805, which explains why there is so little extant correspondence.
30 Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, August 5,1807.
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O n  A u g u st 14th R o b e r t  ea rn estly  p re sc r ib e d  a rem ed y  fo r an  u n sp ec if ie d  illness 

L ouisa w as su ffering , b u t his ex a sp e ra tio n  w as already  show ing th ro u g h . E v id en tly  

W illia m ’s relay  o f  L ou isa’s physical c o n d itio n  an d  em o tio n a l resp o n ses  w ere  slow  in  

com ing. R o b e r t  d em an d ed , “W h a t  is th e  m a t te r  w ith  you, th a t  you  ca n ’t  {stay} in  a 

w ritin g  p o s tu re  long  en o u g h  to  fin ish  a le t te r? ” H is  ex a sp e ra tio n  grew  fro m  his 

ad o ra tio n , how ever. In  th e  fo llow ing  w e ek ’s le t te r  to  W illiam , R o b e r t  con fessed , “I 

scarcely  k n o w  w hy  b u t  c e r ta in  i t  is I  possess a c o n s ta n t in c lin a tio n  to  w rite  to  you . I 

ra th e r  su p p o se , n o t  to  m e n tio n  any  th in g  a b o u t th e  p leasu re  o f  w ritin g  a friend , th a t  

lovely o b jec t u p o n  w h o m  m y m in d  co n s ta n tly  re s ts  w ith  such  e m o tio n s  o f  p leasu re  an d  

pain , a n d  w ho  is so nearly  c o n n e c te d  to  you , is th e  p rin c ip a l an d  a lm o st sole excuse.”31

S ub tly  w oven in  w ith  R o b e r t ’s p leas, how ever, is a veiled  th re a t, an d  a vague

suspicion: “R elieve m e, L ouisa, relieve m e ,  o r  th e  co n flic t b e tw e e n  h o p e  an d  despair,

will dep rive  you  o f  th e  o p p o r tu n ity  B u t L o u isa  w ou ld  be  u n h ap p y :___L ouisa

unhappy? Im p ro b a b le  H eav en s  fo r b id .  B u t ah!_ she is engaged  in  re liev ing

a n o th e r  fro m  sim ilar d e s t in y :-----T h u s  I ’m  u n d o n e [ .]” R e tu rn in g  to  h e r  b ro th e r ,  H o lm es

in q u ired , “W illia m  does she ever m e n tio n  m y nam e? an d  w ith  a p p a re n t p leasure? A re  h e r 

b eau tifu l fea tu res  d eck ’d in  th e  p lac id  sm ile o f  ap p ro b a tio n ?” R esign ing  h im se lf  to  

W illia m ’s c o n tro l over th e  m a tte r , he ad d e d  b e fo re  h e  closed, “W illia m  m ay sh o w  th is  to  

Louisa, o r  n o t  as h is su p e r io r ju d g m en t m ay  {direct.}”32 W illia m ’s m o tiv a tio n  in 

d rastica lly  in te rv e n in g  in  th is  re la tio n sh ip  is unclear; L ouisa clearly  h ad  c o n ta c t  w ith  

y oung  m en  (as th e  le t te r  d iscussing  M r. O lip h a n t and  th e  ch a rm in g  P h ilad e lp h ian  

suggests), y e t i t  seem s th a t  w h e n  th e  tim e  cam e fo r L ou isa  to  an sw er a serious su it, h e r  

b ro th e r  fe lt ob liged  -  an d  e n ti t le d  -  to  s te p  in.

R o b e r t ’s fo rw ard n ess an d  L ou isa’s s ilence m irro r th e  co n c lu sio n s d raw n  by 

N ico le  E u stace  in  h e r  analysis o f  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  co u rtsh ip s . By dec la ring  his love 

sem i-publicly , R o b e r t  h ad  leverage to  d em an d  re c ip ro c ity  an d  an  an sw er to  his su it from

31 Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, August 14,1807.
12 Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, August 21,1807.



Louisa. E u s ta c e ’s a rg u m e n t th a t  m en ’s d ec la ra tio n s o f  a ffec tio n  m ask ed  th e  n eg o tia tio n s  

o f  p o w er b e tw e en  co u p les an d  fam ilies seem s applicab le.

In  th is  in s tan ce , L ouisa  is n o t  m erely  re tic e n t b u t  v irtually  e lid ed , tran sfo rm ed  

from  a su b jec t p a r tic ip a tin g  in  th e  n e g o tia tio n  o f  h e r fu tu re  to  “w as litt le  m o re  th an  a 

passive o b jec t in  a p ro p e r ty  tra n s fe r .”33 T h e re  are no  e x ta n t le tte rs  b e tw e e n  L ouisa and  

R o b e rt b e fo re  th e ir  m arriage (R o b e r t m en tio n s  w ritin g  to  L ouisa h e rse lf  only  once), 

w h ich  she p re su m ab ly  w o u ld  have k ep t, as she carefu lly  p re se rv ed  th e  c o u r tsh ip  le tte rs  

about her  an d  h e r  co u r tsh ip  c o r re sp o n d en c e  w ith  J o h n  H a rtw e ll. P e rh a p s  L ouisa liked  

R o b e rt b u t  w as h e s ita n t to  give u p  h e r  ca refree  life as a y o u n g  b e lle  fo r th e  cares an d  

du ties  o f  a m a tro n . L ou isa  seem s to  have b e e n  n o t  only unw ell b u t  u n d e c id e d  w h e n  he 

le ft in A ugust. In  S ep tem b er R o b e r t  was ask ing  W illiam , “Is  she  still p ro g ressin g  o n  th a t  

h appy  ro ad  [ to  recovery}? H av e  you  h ad  any  co n v e rsa tio n  w ith  h e r  re la tiv e  to  m e yet? 

A n d  w h a t does she  seem  to  th in k  u p o n  th a t  su b jec t now ?”34 W h a te v e r  th e  cause o f  th e  

delay, R o b e r t’s p a tie n c e  w as tr ie d  fo r fou r m o n th s  b e fo re  th e  w ed d in g  w as arranged .

R o b e r t’s a ffec tio n  fo r h is fu tu re  b r id e  appears genu ine ; a t  th e  v ery  least, h e  had  

m as te re d  th e  g ra n d ilo q u e n t exp ressions o f  a ffec tio n  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e d  th e  n in e te e n th  

cen tu ry . “H o w  anxiously  & im p a tie n tly  I  have w a ited  fo r an  in v ita tio n . H o w  I long  to  

see her. A n d  i f  i t  w as rec ip ro ca l, how  p leasing  &  hap p y  w o u ld  be th e  m e e tin g ,” he w ro te  

W illiam . L ike h is p re d ece sso rs  in  th e  tria ls o f  love b e fo re  h im , R o b e r t  o p e n e d  up  in his 

le tte rs  n o t on ly  to  L ou isa  b u t  to  h e r  family, so h is effusive d e sc r ip tio n s  o f  his love an d  

his anx iety  w e re  sem i-pub lic  an d  p ro b ab ly  consciously  sh ap ed  to  th is  b ro a d e r  audience: 

“Y es, Louisa, w h o m  m y im ag in a tio n  so freq u en tly  p a in ts  in  th e  m o s t lovely, rich , an d  

b rillian t co lors, th o u  a lone a r t  th e  P e rso n  w h o  can  loose th e  fe tte rs  w ith  w h ich  m y m ind  

is so s trong ly  an d  cu riously  b o u n d , d isperse  th o se  d o u b ts  w h ic h  h o v er a ro u n d  an d

33 Urbach, “God and Man,” 7, 6-7.
34 Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, September 20,1807.
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e te rn a lly  h a u n t m e, an d  p e rm it  sw eet h o p e  to  sp read  h is ra d ia n t ray th ro ’ th e  em p ire  o f  

m y so u l.”35

Som e o f  R o b e r t’s im p a tie n ce  m ay have sp ru n g  fro m  in secu rity . W h ile  E u stace  

p o in ts  o u t  th a t  w o m en ’s re tic en ce  to  re c ip ro c a te  a ffec tio n  in  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  

o f te n  cau sed  th e ir  su ito rs  pub lic , social d isco m fo rt, th e ir  fear o f  w o u n d e d  feelings also 

m o tiv a te d  th em . T h e  sam e co n fessio n al le t te r  co n tin u ed : “Y es, Louisa, on  th y  d ec is io n

m y h ap p in ess  d e p e n d s  Im p o r ta n t  o f f ic e .   A  judge o f  th e  fa te  o f  one w h o  loves

y o u .” L ou isa h ad  th e  o p p o r tu n ity  to  m ak e  R o b e r t  “th e  m o s t happy , to  b e  b les t, -  or, 

w ith  th e  m o s t m is fo rtu n a te  o f  th e  h u m a n  race, p lu n g ed  in to  th e  abyss o f  d e s p a ir__

m is e ry  r u i n  O h! u n p lea sa n t s t a t io n .  ”36 T w o  m o n th s  la te r , R o b e r t ’s anx iety

rem ain ed . “W illia m  has L ou isa received  m y le tte r?  H o w  d id  she like it?” he in q u ired  in  

la te  O c to b e r , o ffe rin g  an excuse: “I t  w as w r i t te n  in  such  h a s te  I ’m  ap p reh en siv e  it  d id

n o t su it h e r  ta s te .”37 A gain, he  e n tre a te d  W illia m  to  v is it an d  give h im  som e m easu re  o f  

relief: “W r i te  m e as so o n  as possib le . & in fo rm  m e w h a t m e th o d , o r  s tep  to  take.... I 

w ish  to  see you  very m u c h .”

W h ile  w o m en  h ad  th e  p o w er to  a c cep t o r  re jec t a su it, how ever, a m an  h ad  

leverage in  th a t  h e  co u ld  d ro p  one, p o te n tia lly  in ju rin g  n o t  only  h e r  feelings b u t  h e r 

re p u ta t io n  as well, sh o u ld  she b een  seen  as trifling , coy, o r d ecep tiv e . In  a le t te r  in 

S ep tem b er, R o b e r t  p u sh ed  fo r  an  an sw er — “P ray  W illiam , in fo rm  m e o f  any 

c irc u m sta n ce  as so o n  as possib le , fo r you  m u st su p p o se  th a t  a s ta te  o f  suspense is th e  

m o st u n p le a sa n t o u t o f  all co n d itio n s  in  w h ich  on e  can  be  p lace d ” -  w hile  c losing  w ith  a 

p o in te d  w arn ing: “I do  assure you W illia m  I am  co m p le te ly  w eary  o f  single life, &  am  

reso lved  n o t to  rem a in  so  m u ch  lo n g er.” By O c to b e r  18, he  was p lead in g  th e  d is trac tio n s  

o f  “p ro fess io n a l av o ca tio n s” as his excuse fo r n o t  rep ly ing  so o n e r to  a le tte r .

H o w ev er, R o b e r t  h ad  b ee n  given  a reaso n  to  h o p e  th a t  his w ish  w o u ld  b e  

g ra n te d . In  th e  sam e le tte r ,  h e  asked  W illia m  to  “{ rle tu rn  m y th a n k s  to  y o u r M am a, fo r

35 Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, August 21,1807.
36 Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, August 21,1807.
37 Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, October 22,1807.
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th e  [ tre a t]  o f  ad d ressin g  a line to  Louisa, an d  am  sorry  th a t  I cou ld  n o t do  i t  b e fo re , & 

m o re  fully .” H is  co rd ia lity  only e x te n d e d  so far, how ever. R a th e r  im periously , h e  to ld  

W illia m , “I h o p e  to  see you  here  by th e  2 0 th... o u r  races co m m en ce  on  th e  22nd. Be su re 

to  c o m e .” E v id en tly  W illia m  d ec lin ed  to  m ak e  th e  trip ; R o b e rt re c ip ro c a te d  th e  snub  

w ith  m o re  excuses o f  business fo r his silence.

R o b e r t  b eg an  to  so u n d  increasin g ly  businesslike . I n  la te  O c to b e r  h e  in fo rm e d  

W illiam , “I am  ap p rised  o f  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  th e  acq u isitio n , if  I  sh o u ld  b e  so fo r tu n a te  

as to  o b ta in  it, b u t  m y b u siness w as laudab le  Sc p ro fitab le , & o ccu p ied  th e  m in d  so 

closely, as to  re n d e r  it  u n fit  a lm o st fo r  any  o th e r  o f  a d iffe ren t n a tu re . B u t re s t  assu red  

th a t  m y u n a b a te d  love fo r  th a t  d ea r o b je c t o f  m y affec tions, so far fro m  b e in g  

d im in ish ed , has in creased  w ith  each  m o m e n ta ry  th o u g h t.” H o lm e s’s ch o ice  o f  w o rd s  in  

th is  in s ta n c e  -  re fe rrin g  to  L ou isa as an  im p o r ta n t  “a c q u is itio n ” -  is r a th e r  s trik in g , an d  

n o t  p a r tic u la rly  suggestive o f  an  e x p e c ta tio n  o f  m arita l m u tu ality . R o b e r t ’s use  o f  

co m m erc ia l language looks like a m o m e n ta ry  slip b ack  in to  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry

E u stace  d escrib es, m o re  serious th a n  E liza ’s jo k in g  d iscussion  o f  “a ttac k lin g } ” b eau x .38

H o lm e s ’s th re a ts , silences, an d  p leas even tua lly  p ro d u c e d  th e  d es ired  e ffec t. In  

his le t te r  to  W illiam  o n  N o v e m b e r 28 he  a c c e p te d  “th e  h o n o r o f  paying  h e r  a v isit o n  th e  

15th o f  n e x t m o n th ,” and, “in  co m p lian ce  w ith  y o u r ju s t req u est, to  so a rran g e  m y affairs 

th a t  I m ay  sp en d  as m u ch  tim e  w ith  you  as po ssib le , to  en ab le  m e  to  en joy  m o re  

u n in te rru p te d ly  th e  p ro fu sio n s  o f  h ap p in ess  aris ing  fro m  so rich  a so u rc e .” H o lm e s ’s 

ad d ress  suggests th a t  W illiam  had , p re su m ab ly  in  co n su lta tio n  w ith  his s is te r  a n d  

m o th e r , p ro p o se d  a d a te  fo r th e  w edd ing . E v id en tly  he  m ad e  it  to  N o rfo lk  early, fo r 

th e ir  m arriag e  was re c o rd e d  o n  D e c e m b e r  13, w ith  W illiam  s tan d in g  secu rity .39

By Ju ly  25 L ouisa  w as se tt le d  in  h e r  n ew  h o m e , “F le e tw o o d ,” in  M e c k le n b u rg  

C o u n ty  an d  c o rre sp o n d in g  very open ly  an d  a ffec tio n a te ly  w ith  h e r  h u sb an d , w h o  w as

38 Robert Holmes to William Maxwell, October 22,1807.
39 George Holbert Tucker, ed., Abstracts from Norfolk City Marriage Bonds (1797-1850) and Other 
Genealogical Data (n.p., William H. Delaney, 1934;, 35.
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trave ling  to  th e  sp rings in  w e s te rn  V irg in ia  fo r h is h e a lth .40 L ouisa ap p ears  to  have 

ad ju sted  w ell to  h e r  ro le  as a w ife; U rb a c h  co n c lu d es  th a t , “{n]o lo n g er u n d e r  h e r  

b ro th e r ’s th u m b , she w as h ap p y  in  h e r  n ew  h o m e, p lan tin g  a  g ard en , fix ing th e  su m m er

ro o m , p lan n in g  fo r th e  fu tu re ,” an d  “c o n te n t  in h e r  ro le as a d o c to r ’s w ife .”41 P e rh a p s  she 

was p ro u d  o f  h e r ro le as a h e lp -m e e t an d  en joy ing  h e r h o u seh o ld  au th o rity ; as a d o c to r, 

H o lm es  m o s t likely re lied  o n  L ouisa to  assist h im  in  his affairs d u rin g  f re q u e n t travels 

an d  to  e n te r ta in  fr ien d s an d  p a tie n ts . H o lm es, how ever, w as in  p o o r  h ea lth , an d  th re e  

m o n th s  a f te r  h e  b ro u g h t h is n ew  w ife to  P e te rsb u rg , he le ft  fo r a change o f  clim ate . 

W h ile  U rb a c h  focuses o n  L o u isa’s d ev e lo p m en t o f  a “m a rty r  co m p lex ,” I w as s tru c k  by

h e r resilience in th e  face o f  th is  adversity .42

A lth o u g h  she “{felt] {herlse lf as so lita ry  an d  as sad as a p o o r  dove b e reav ed  o f  h e r 

m a te ,” she m an ag ed  th e  h o u seh o ld  effec tively  an d  filled  h e r d o m es tic  ro le  as b e s t  she 

could , p ro u d ly  re p o rtin g  to  R o b e r t  h e r  e ffo rts  in  re d e c o ra tin g  an d  garden ing . A fte r  

rem o v in g  w allp ap er an d  w h itew ash in g  th e  b e d ro o m , th ey  h ad  “a m o s t ch a rm in g  su m m er 

ch a m b e r in d e e d ,” th o u g h  th e  “n e ig h b o u rs  w ill n o t  h ea r o f  m e  d o in g  th e  passage in  th e  

sam e sty le .” H e a rin g  th a t  som e o f  his n ew  trave ling  co m p an io n s  w ere  “d isso lu te ,” she 

ca u tio n e d  ag a in s t le t t in g  th e ir  “sh o ck in g  ex a m p le” e ro d e  th e  “p ro p r ie ty  o f  y o u r 

m an n e rs” -  “th e  g re a te s t  m is fo rtu n e  I co u ld  possib ly  be  a fflic ted  w ith .” She m ad e  

exem plary  use  o f  h e r  w ifely in flu en ce , u rg in g  h im  to  d is tan ce  h im se lf  fro m  th is  m o ra l

th re a t  “to  give m e fresh  reaso n  fo r m y a t ta c h m e n t.”43 She d id  h e r  u tm o s t  to  m ak e  sure 

H o lm es  w o u ld  re tu rn  to  an  o rd e rly  h o u seh o ld .

Sadly, as L ou isa  la te r  re m e m b ered , he  “d ied  o n  b o a rd  th e  sh ip  in  w h ich  he  w as 

re tu rn in g  to  th is  co u n try  som e tim e  in  A p ril 1810... h is las t le t te rs  b re a th e d  n o th in g  b u t

40 See, for example, their initial correspondence: Robert Holmes to LM HC, July 30/August 1, 7, 24, 
and October 27, 1807; LMHC to Robert Holmes, August 7,14, 21.
41 Urbach, “God and Man,” 9.
42 Urbach, “God and Man,” 10.
43 LMHC to RH, August 24,1808
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anxious desire  to  b e  re tu rn e d  to  m e .”44 H e r  h o p es  fo r a h ap p y  fu tu re  w ere  dashed . As th e  

coup le h ad  n o  ch ild ren , L ou isa  little  reaso n  to  rem a in  in  h e r  m arr ie d  ho m e. She re tu rn e d  

to  N o rfo lk , to  h e r  m o th e r ’s h o m e  in  h e r  o ld  n e ig h b o rh o o d , an d  so o n  re su m ed  h e r  old 

ways.

“{B lefore th e  en d  o f  th e  fo llow ing  W in te r ,” she sham efaced ly  reca lled , “I was 

draw n o u t  in to  w h a t m ig h t w ell be  called  th e  gay  w orld  &  so o n  lo s t all re co lle c tio n  o f

h im  to  w h o m  I h ad  b e e n  in d e b te d  fo r so m u ch  h a p p in e ss .”45 By th e  su m m er o f  1812, 

L ouisa w as ro m an tica lly  involved  w ith  R .W . W ilk in so n , a c a p tu re d  a n d  p a ro le d  B ritish  

o fficer w ho  h ad  so u g h t h e r  a tte n tio n s  p r io r  to  h e r  firs t m arr iag e .46 H e r  b ro th e r  ev iden tly  

d isapproved , leaving L ouisa to rn  b e tw e e n  allegiance to  h e r  b ro th e r  an d  h e r  p e rh ap s  

h ab itu a l d e fe ren ce  to  his o p in io n , an d  h e r  a ffec tio n s fo r h e r  p e rs is te n t su ito r.

W ilk in so n  fiercely  a rg u ed  in  favor o f  th e  co m p a n io n a te  ideal, re je c tin g  W illia m ’s 

claim s to  au th o rity  in  L ou isa’s p e rso n a l affairs. I t  was ev id en t to  h im , h e  w ro te  Louisa, 

“th a t  you do feel th e  re c ip ro c ity  o f  a ffec tio n  tow ards m e w h ich  is so  p a te n tly  necessary  

in  th e  m arr ie d  s ta te , an d  w ith o u t  w h ich  no  real h ap p in ess  can  p o ssib ly  be  ex p ec ted  to  

exist: an d  u n d e r  th e se  c ircu m stan ces  I th in k  i t  b u t  J u s tic e  to  m y feelings th a t  w e shou ld  

com e to  co m e  d e te rm in a tio n  as to  a m u tu a l an d  u n c o n d itio n a l en g a g em en t o f  o u r 

a ffec tio n ,” he argued , ad d in g  “an d  th a t  to o , w ith o u t  co n su ltin g  y o u r B ro th e r  W illia m .” 

W ilk in so n  w as obviously  d isco m fited  a n d  an g ered  by  W illia m ’s “tyrannical co n d u c t 

to w ard s” L ouisa, a n d  fru s tra te d  by  h e r  a ccep tan ce  o f  it. “U p o n  w h a t p rin c ip le  th e re fo re  

is i t  th a t  you have so ex a lted  an  o p in io n  o f  this affectionate Brother! is it b ecau se  he has 

sacrificed  you o n ce  b e fo re  an d  I am  co n v in ced  w ould  w illingly do  i t  again fro m  sordid!?} 

m otives?” he sca th ing ly  d em an d ed , p e rh ap s  re fe re n c in g  h e r  v irtually  b ro k e re d  m arriage 

to  H o lm es. H e  p re se n te d  h im se lf  as fo rced  by  W illia m ’s in te rfe re n c e  an d  L ou isa’s 

in d ec is io n  to  issue an  u ltim a tu m : “M y  D e a r  L ouisa, th e  t im e  is n o w  arriv ed  w h en  it  is

44 LMHC Diary, July 19 1818; Louisa suddenly “experienced a lively recollection” o f her deceased 
husband.
45 Ibid.
46 Urbach, “God and Man,” 16.
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ab so lu te ly  n ecessary  fo r o u r m u tu a l h ap p in ess  th a t  I shou ld  receive fro m  y o u r ow n h an d  

a d e fin itiv e  d e te rm in a tio n  an d  d ec la ra tio n  w h e a th e r  [sic] w e are to  co n s id e r ourselves 

so lem nly  engaged  o r  n o t, an d  i f  so, an  u n c o n d itio n a l d e te rm in a tio n  th a t  o u r M arriag e  

shall ta k e  p lace  a t  th e  ex p ira tio n  o f  th is  W a r .”47

L ouisa u ltim a te ly  re je c ted  W ilk in s o n ’s p ro p o sa l, an d  his susp ic ions w e re  m o s t 

likely c o r re c t  th a t  W illia m ’s d isapproval, p ro b a b ly  sh ared  b y  th e  re s t o f  h e r  fam ily, w as a 

m ajo r o b stac le . P a r t  o f  W illiam ’s o b je c tio n  likely  s tem m ed  from  th e  p o litica l s itu a tio n  a t  

th e  tim e . H a d  E ng land  an d  A m erica  n o t  b ee n  a t  w ar, W illiam  m ay have b e e n  p ersu ad ed ; 

b u t th is  so n  o f  a B ritish  d e fe c to r  an d  V irg in ia  se n a to r  p ro b ab ly  a b h o rre d  th e  id ea  o f  his 

y o u n g est s is te r  m arry ing  p r iso n e r  o f  w ar. T h e  s itu a tio n  w as clearly  n o t  h e lp ed  by 

W ilk in s o n ’s b ra sh  an d  p ass io n a te  re je c tio n  o f  W illia m ’s in v o lv em en t in  w h a t W illiam  

saw as h is business, i f  n o t his duty.

W illia m ’s b eh av io r tow ards L ou isa’s la te r  love in te re s ts  in d ica te s  th a t  h e  w as 

especially  d isc rim in a tin g , m o st likely  from  a co m b in a tio n  o f  g en u in e  co n c e rn  fo r his 

s is te r b u t  also from  a m o re  selfish p ro tec tiv e n ess . A s a b ach e lo r, he  p ro b a b ly  en joyed  

having  L o u isa  as a s u b s titu te  fo r a w ife. T h e y  n o t  on ly  h ad  an  in creasin g  am o u n t in 

co m m o n , b u t  co u ld  acco m p an y  each  o th e r  to  ev en ts  th a t  e x p e c te d  a p a r tn e r  o r 

ch a p e ro n e . W illia m  was also co n s is ten tly  -  an d  p e rs is te n tly  -  c o n c e rn e d  a b o u t his 

s is te r’s sp ir itu a l s ta te . L ouisa c re d ite d  W illia m  w ith  a m ajo r ro le  in  h e r  co n v ersio n , th e  

sec o n d  c r itica l life c o m m itm e n t she m ade. L o u isa’s en try  in to  th e  P re sb y te r ia n  C h u rc h  

m ark e d  th e  b eg in n in g  o f  h e r  s trugg le  to  m a s te r  h e r  m in d  an d  em o tio n s , to  seek  

h ap p in ess  b e y o n d  th e  tem p o ra l p lane , an d  s tru c tu re d  h o w  she lo o k ed  fo r e a rth ly  

h ap p in ess  as well. U n d e rs ta n d in g  h o w  h e r re lig ious co n v ic tio n s  sh ap ed  h e r  ideas a b o u t 

m arriage is c ritica l fo r u n d e rs ta n d in g  h o w  ac tu a l ind iv iduals in te g ra te d  th e  

c o m p a n io n a te  ideal in to  th e ir  w orldview s, an d  p o in ts  to  th e  w id er im p o rta n c e  o f  

co n sid e rin g  re lig ion  in th e  stu d y  o f  m arriage in  th e  early  n in e te e n th  cen tu ry .

47 R.W . W ilkinson to LMHC, August 26,1812.
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A  Benevolent W idow , 1810-1821

L o u isa’s ex p e c ta tio n s  fo r h e r  sec o n d  m arriage w ere  fram ed  in  te rm s  o f  h e r  

re lig ious beliefs. H e r  p a r tic u la r  co n v ic tio n s  also  p o sed  special p ro b lem s fo r fo rm in g  a 

p a r tn e rsh ip . H e r  sense o f  sp iritu a l in su ffic ien cy  co n flic ted  w ith  th e  em erg in g  em phasis  

o n  fem ale sp iritu a l au th o rity ; thus, she so u g h t a h u sb an d  w ho  w o u ld  g u ide  h e r  sp iritually  

a t a tim e  w h en  d o m estic  sp iritu a l a u th o r ity  w as b eco m in g  fem in ized . She s tru g g led  to  

m as te r  h e r  em o tio n s  an d  achieve a p ro p e r  s ta te  o f  C h ris tia n  tran q u ility  an d  ch eerfu ln ess , 

q ua litie s  also c e le b ra te d  by th e  em erg in g  co m p a n io n a te  ideal. L ou isa  also to ile d  to  

a c c e p t d isa p p o in tm e n ts  as divinely o rd a in e d  a n d  u ltim a te ly  g o o d  n o t  on ly  d u rin g  th e  

p ro cess  o f  h e r  co n v ers io n  b u t  th ro u g h o u t h e r  life. D e sp ite  th e  sa tis fac tio n  she  d eriv ed  

fro m  re lig io n  an d  b en ev o len t w orks, she  co u ld  n o t  q u ie t h e r  g row ing  d esire  to  rem arry . 

As a decad e  o f  w id o w h o o d  s tre tc h e d  o u t  b e h in d  her, she  was w rack ed  b y  h e r  fa ilure to  

sub jugate  h e r  p e rso n a l desire  to  C h ris tia n  duty.

“T h ro u g h  th e  ab o u n d in g  g o o d n ess  &  m ercy  o f  G o d ,” L ouisa M axw ell H o lm es  

C o ck e  w ro te  on  h e r th ir ty -e ig h th  b ir th d a y , “M o re  th a n  15 years have I p ro fe sse d  m yself 

to  b e  th e  d iscip le  o f  o u r b lessed  L o rd  & Saviour: & ad o red  be  h is nam e, th ro u g h  all th a t  

t im e  I can  say, th o u g h  I have in  in n u m era b le  in s tan ces  fo rsak en  h im , g riev ed  h is b lessed  

S p irit, &  p ro v o k e d  his ju s t d isp leasure , y e t  h e  has n o t  fo rsak en  m e, n o r  g iven  m e u p  as in  

ju stice  h e  m ig h t have done, to  th e  d o m in io n  o f  m y ow n w ayw ard  h u m o u rs .”48 In  a  single 

sen ten ce , she su m m ed  u p  th e  o rg an iz in g  p rin c ip le s  o f  h e r  fa ith . H e r  in n a te  d ep rav ity  led  

h e r as tray  in  “in n u m erab le  in s tan ce s ,” y e t a m erc ifu l d e ity  h ad  “n o t  fo rsa k en ” her. E ven  

in  h e r  d a rk es t m o m en ts , div ine P ro v id en ce  was g u id ing  h e r  every  s tep , an d  as such  

L ouisa p laced  h e r  feelings an d  ex p e rien ces  in  a relig iously  m e d ia te d  fram ew o rk , seek ing

48 Louisa Maxwell Holmes Cocke Diary, July 5,1826.
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to  resign  h e rse lf  to  m is fo rtu n e  an d  actively  in te rp re tin g  g o o d  fo r tu n e  as G o d ’s w o rk . Y e t 

h e r  feelings w ere  su sp ec t -  “w ayw ard  h u m o u rs” to  g u ard  aga inst an d  sc ru tin ize .

T h e  e m o tio n  w o rk  th a t  L ou isa to o k  on  as a P re sb y te r ia n  w o m an  was a rd u o u s an d  

co n s tan t. She w as dep rav ed , an d  th e  secu lar p leasu res she in n o c e n tly  en joyed  b e fo re  h e r 

co n v ers io n  w ere  te m p ta tio n s  w ith  d ire  co n seq u en ces. H e r  th o u g h ts  an d  feelings w e re  as 

im p o r ta n t as h e r  ac tio n s. She b eg an  k eep in g  h e r  d iary  so o n  a f te r  h e r  co n v ersio n  (exactly  

w h en  is u n c lea r, as th e  f irs t  v o lum e o f  th e  d iary  has b ee n  lo st) to  re c o rd  an d  exam ine h er 

day’s ac tiv ities  a n d  feelings, to  p ra ise  G o d  fo r th e  g o o d  an d  to  relig iously  justify  th e  bad. 

She ch a s tised  h e rse lf  fo r  lev ity  o r  d ep ressio n  an d  so u g h t G o d ’s forg iveness an d  h e lp  as 

she w o rk ed  fro m  h e r  in itia l co n v ersio n  to  a s ta te  o f  san c tif ic a tio n  as a b e n e v o le n t w idow .

W h ile  i t  is d ifficu lt to  say w ith  c e r ta in ty  because  o f  th e  p a u c ity  o f  sou rces b e fo re  

L ouisa’s d iary  beg ins, h e r  co n v ersio n  seem s to  have b e e n  a p ro cess  th a t  began  in  1811 an d  

cu lm in a ted  several years la ter. I n  1811 she ac c e p te d  C h ris t, b u t  c o n tin u e d  to  d an ce  a t 

p a r tie s  an d  c o u r te d  w ith  W ilk in so n , w h o  m ade  no  c lear a sse rtio n  o f  C h ris tia n  belief. In  

1812 she s tay ed  a t  a p a r ty  h o s te d  by  th e ir  acq u ain tan ces, th e  p ro m in e n t  B arrauds, an d  

dan ced  u n til  m id n ig h t, w hile W illiam , h e r  e sc o rt an d  ev id en tly  h e r  ch a p e ro n e , “sa t w ith  

his w a tc h  in  his h a n d  fo r fear th ey  sh o u ld  stay  one m o m e n t a f te r  12 o ’c lo c k .”49 W illiam s’s 

ev id en t d isco m fo rt an d  s te rn  reg u la tio n  in d ica te  his d isapproval, b u t  his p re sen ce  

suggests his re c o g n itio n  th a t  socia liz ing  was a necessary  an d  p leasu rab le  d iversion . In  

fact, w h en  L ou isa  w as p e rh ap s  in  ren ew ed  m o u rn in g  fo r h e r  la te  h u sb an d  o r  p in in g  fo r 

W ilk in so n , i t  w as h e r  b ro th e r  w h o  co u n se led  h e r  in  1814 to  “b e  a little  m o re  so c iab le” 

and  re m in d e d  h e r  th a t  i t  was p ro p e r  “to  im prove  th e  b lessings b e fo re  us ra th e r  th a n  to

reg re t th o se  w h ich  are o u t o f  o u r re a c h .”50

As W illia m ’s advice suggests, re lig ious an d  cu ltu ra l n o rm s e x p e c te d  w o m en  such 

as L ouisa to  c o n fo rm  to  a h igh  s tan d a rd . L ou isa’s so c iab ility  h a d  to  b e  o f  c e r ta in  k in d .

49 Mrs. Barraud to Ann Barraud Cocke, May 18,1812. The Brrauds were John Hartwell Cocke’s first 
wife’s family. Interestingly, the recipient is Mrs. John Hartwell Cocke, and the writer her mother in 
Norfolk.
50 W M  to LMHC, September 2,1814.
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She had  to  ch e ck  th e  “n a tu ra l levity  o f  h e r n a tu re ,” g u a rd in g  ag a in s t any “su d d en  b u rs t o f  

sp irits  w hich ... flows in u p o n  m e b e fo re  I am  aw are o f  i t .”51 W o rld ly  assoc ia tions 

th re a te n e d  h e r  salvation , because  L ouisa cam e to  see “fr ie n d sh ip  w ith  th e  w o rld ” as 

“en m ity  w ith  G o d .”52 A cco rd in g  to  h e r  d iary  an d  h e r b ro th e r ’s a d m o n ish m en ts , she was 

especially  p ro n e  to  b e in g  “giddy  an d  va in ,” su ccu m b in g  to  “h a te fu l lu s ts  an d  p ass io n s” in  

fash ionab le  co m p an y .53 W illia m  en co u rag ed  L ouisa to  seek  o u t  sober, C h ris tia n  

com pany , to  d ev o te  tim e  to  p ray e r m eetin g s a n d  p riv a te  c o n te m p la tio n , an d  to  

co n tin u a lly  sea rch  h e r  in n e rm o s t se lf fo r signs o f  d ep rav ity  o r  in g ra titu d e  to w ard s th e ir  

H eav en ly  F a th e r. L ou isa  cam e to  see h e r  n a tu re  as w eak  an d  c o r ru p t, an d  every secu lar 

o r  p e rso n a l d iv ers io n  th a t  d id  n o t advance th e  C h ris tia n  cause w as a  snare  an d  

te m p ta tio n  to  be  avo ided .

In  th is  an d  o th e r  le tte rs , W illia m  w ro te  dow n h is u rg ings fo r  in c reased  re lig ious 

d ed ica tio n  an d  v o iced  d o u b ts  a b o u t his s is te r’s salvation . W a s  L o u isa  “sincere and  

zealous in  G o d ’s serv ice?” C o u ld  she su rre n d e r th e  “sh ab b y  p lea su re s” o f  p a r tie s  an d  th e  

“circ les o f  fash ion?” She was “b u t  a s tran g e r an d  p ilg rim  u p o n  th e  e a r th ,” W illiam  

re m in d e d  her; w o u ld  she f in d  e te rn a l “re s t in  th a t  c ity  w h ich  G o d  has b u ilt fo r th e  

rig h teo u s?” In  1815 he ask ed  if  she w ou ld  “be saved a t la s t th ro u g h  fa ith  in  Je su s  C h ris t, 

o u r  L o rd ?” E ven  fo u r years a f te r  h e r in itia l co n v ersio n , L o u isa ’s fa ith  was su b jec t to  

d o u b t fro m  h e r  m o s t s ig n ifican t sp iritu a l m e n to r .54

D e sp ite  h e r  struggles, in  1814 L ouisa c o m m itte d  h e rse lf  fo rm ally  to  th e  F irs t 

P re sb y te r ia n  C h u rc h  o f  N o rfo lk . She w as th e  th ir ty -f irs t  o f  fo r ty - th re e  “m em b ers  o f  th e  

ch u rch  in  c o m m u n io n  an d  w illing to  su b m it to  its  d isc ip lin e  to  give th e ir  nam es to  be 

re g is te red ”; W illia m  w as t h i r d .55 W h ile  th e  C h u rc h  trac es  i ts  lineage to  th e  C h u rch  on

51 LMHC Diary, April 7, 1820 and December 7,1820.
52 LMHC Diary, April 1, 1820.
53 LMHC Diary, March 10,1821.
54 William Maxwell to Louisa Maxwell Holmes, September 2,1814; September 2,1813; William  
Maxwell to Helen Maxwell Read, September 22,1815. William asked his mother to “get little Louisa 
to read this for you.”
55 First Presbyterian Church of Norfolk, Section A, Part I: Session Minutes and Register, 1814-1838, 
April 14,1814, page 1. Hereafter cited as Session Minutes.
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th e  E liz a b e th  R iver th a t  began  serv ing  n ea rb y  areas in  1682, P resb y te r ia n s  d id  n o t  m e e t 

o p en ly  u n til  1789, a f te r  th e  rep ea l o f  re lig ious in to le ran ce , an d  a physical c h u rc h  w as n o t 

e re c te d  u n til  1801. C h u rch  h is to ria n  W illia m  C. W o o ld rid g e  explains th e  rap id  

em erg en ce  o f  th e  P resb y te rian s  th re e  years a f te r  th e  passage o f  th e  V irg in ia  S ta tu te  fo r 

R elig ious F ree d o m  as b o th  sim ple an d  su rp rising . “R a th e r  th a n  accep t th e  d isab ilities  on  

d is sen te rs  im p o sed  by th e  B ritish , th e  local P resb y te rian s  ap p ea r to  have c o -o p te d  o ld  St. 

P au l's , th e  e s tab lish ed  b o ro u g h  c h u rc h ,” he  argues. P o in tin g  o u t th a t  a fo rm e r 

E p isco p a lian  m in is te r  a t  one p o in te d  served  th e  n ew  P resb y te r ia n  co n g reg a tio n , he 

co n c lu d es th a t  “St. Pau l's  was in  e ffec t th e  N o rfo lk  P re sb y te r ia n  C h u rc h  fo r m u c h  o f  th e  

18 th  c e n tu iy .”56

F irs t P resb y te r ia n  en joyed  a g o o d  fo r tu n e  in  o b ta in in g  m in is te rs . T h e  R ev eren d  

B en jam in  G rig sb y  was “in v ited  to  re m a in ” in  1804 a t a salary o f  on e  th o u sa n d  dollars p e r 

an n u m . H e  p re s id e d  a t  L ou isa’s f irs t m arriag e  a n d  served  fo r tw o  m o re  years u n til  his 

d e a th  in  1810, p u rp o r te d ly  a f te r  c o n tra c tin g  yellow  fever fro m  p re s id in g  ov er a sa ilo r’s

fu n e ra l.57 T h e  C h u rch  h ad  th e  priv ilege o f  R ev e ren d  J o h n  H . R ice ’s p a s to ra l ca re  fro m  

1811 u n til  1814 (th o u g h  he d iv ided  h is t im e  b e tw e e n  N o rfo lk  an d  R ic h m o n d  a f te r  1812), 

w h en  th e  c h u rc h  was “organ ized , an d  re g is te red  u n d e r  [h is] d ire c tio n ” an d  th e  in v en to ry

o f  m em b ers  was ta k e n .58

L ou isa  h ad  th e  priv ilege o f  a close p a s to ra l re la tio n sh ip  w ith  R ic e .59 C lose  friends 

w ith  W illiam , L ouisa p ro b ab ly  saw  h e r  p a s to r  socially o u ts id e  o f  c h u rch  as w ell as a t

56 W illiam C. Wooldridge, “The Case of the Missing Presbyterians” (Norfolk, Va.: First Presbyterian 
Church, 2000),

57 Board o f Trustees Records, March 17, 1804, page 19; Tucker, Norfolk Highlights,
htrp://www.norfolkhistorical.org/highlights/27.hrml, ch. 27; his tombstone tells readers “in the faithful 
discharge o f the duties o f his calling [he] fell a martyr to the yellow fever.” The historian o f  the 
Church has put a number o f tombstone transcriptions and photographs online. See “The History O f 
the First Presbyterian Church in Tom bstone Inscriptions,”
htip;L4aav.rQOiSAveb..anc£Stiy.CQjiL-usgenweh/^/histQiy!./£iisLpxes.hyi.picmr.es/t.QmhsJLQiiesJitml.
58 First Presbyterian Church of Norfolk, Section A, Part I: Session Minutes and Register, 1814-1838, 
April 14,1814, page 1. Hereafter cited as Session Minutes.
59 Louisa planned her wedding the John Cocke around Rice’s availability; see ch. 4. Karin E. Gedge 
argues that the relationships between most pastors and their largely female congregants were strained 
and distant. See Gedge, Without Benefit o f Clergy: Women and the Pastoral Relationship in Nineteenth- 
Century American Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003).

http://www.norfolkhistorical.org/highlights/27.hrml
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services an d  m eetin g s . As th e  p re s id in g  m in is te r  d u rin g  h e r  co n v ersio n  p ro cess , R ice  

p ro b a b ly  p layed  a crucia l role in sh ap in g  an d  s tre n g th e n in g  L ou isa’s fa ith . R ice  w o u ld  

rem a in  close  to  W illiam  an d  im p o r ta n t  to  L ou isa  as well. Y ears la te r  L o u isa  a rran g ed  h e r 

w ed d in g  p lans so th a t  he  cou ld  o ffic ia te , an d  a f te r  his d ea th , W illiam  p e n n e d  his 

re sp ec tfu l m em o ir. R ice w as p ro m in e n t  in  th e  P resb y te ry  o f  V irg in ia  fo r  m an y  years and  

w as successfu l en o u g h  to  have p u b lish ed  “A  S erm o n  to  Y o u n g  W o m e n .” R ice ’s 

p e rm a n e n t d e p a rtu re  in  1814 w as p ro b a b ly  d ifficu lt fo r  Louisa, w h o  w as a  fa irly  n ew  

co n v e rt, an d  fo r W illiam , w h o  w as a c lose  fr ien d  o f  th e  R ev eren d  as w ell as a co lleague in 

C h u rc h  business. T h e  loss w as p ro b a b ly  assuaged  by th e  regular c o rre sp o n d e n c e  b e tw e e n  

th e  tw o  m en  th a t  c o n tin u e d  fo r th e  re s t o f  R ic e ’s life, in  w h ich  L ou isa  w as o fte n

in c lu d ed .60 F o r  th e  n ex t five years a f te r  R ice ’s d ep a rtu re , th e  ch u rc h  w as u n d e r  th e  ca re

o f  th e  R ev eren d  J o h n  D . P a x to n .61 T h e re  w as a gap o f  just over y ea r u n ti l  th e  R ev eren d

Jo s h u a  R ussell, w ho  was still serv ing  w h en  L ouisa le f t  fo r F luvanna, filled  th e  p u lp i t .62

B ecause i t  so clearly  a rtic u la te s  th e  values th a t  L ouisa a n d  W illiam  m u s t have 

shared , a close analysis o f  “A  S erm o n  to  Y o u n g  W o m e n ” is a p p ro p ria te . R ice  o ffe red  a 

re lig ious ex p lan a tio n  o f  w o m en ’s value th a t  fit n ea tly  w ith  th e  develop ing  ideo log ies o f  

m o ra l m o th e rh o o d  an d  fem ale p ie ty  an d  p u rity , essen tia lly  d esc rib in g  V ic to ria n  

w o m a n h o o d  w h en  V ic to ria n ism  w as only  n ascen t. H e  a r tic u la te s  an  ideal o f  m o d esty , 

re se rv a tio n , b en e v o le n t in fluence , an d  m o ra l su p e rio rity  th a t  p re sc ien tly  m irro rs  th e  

em erg in g  c o m p an io n a te  ideal an d  an tic ip a te s  th e  m in d se t o f  la te r  decades.

A d o p tin g  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  ideas a b o u t th e  d irec t re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e en  

c h a ra c te r  an d  ap p earan ce , R ice  fo cu sed  o n  th e  o u tw ard  as w ell as in w ard  asp ec ts  o f  th e  

fem in in e  ideal. T ru e  b eau ty  re f le c te d  a w o m an ’s sp iritu a l d ed ica tio n . H e r  very  

ap p ea ran ce  “em b o d ie td ] re lig ion  in  th e  w ho le  o f  h e r  c o n d u c t” an d  g low ed  w ith  heavenly  

love as she “p u rsu e fd ] h e r  cou rse  th r o ’ th e  vale o f  tears  diffusefd} a ro u n d  h e r  

[C h ris tia n ity ’s} b en ig n  in flu en ce ,” as o p p o sed  to  th e  “pallid  hue, th e  lan g u id  eye, th e

60 See A  Memoir, passim; the last letter the W illiam included is dated nine months before R ice’s death.
61 Session Minutes, May 7,1814, p. 5-6; Session Minutes, August 25,1819, p. 38.
62 Session Minutes, 38-44,passim-, September 25,1820, p. 45.
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haggard  m ien  o f  a d a u g h te r  o f  d iss ip a tio n .”63 H is  d e sc r ip tio n  closely  m a tc h e d  

deve lop ing  “sc ie n tif ic ” d esc rip tio n s  o f  n ew  diseases th a t  em erg ed  fro m  “u n n a tu ra l” 

living. R eflec tin g  th e  b u rg eo n in g  p o litica l an d  re fo rm  d iscourse , he s ta te d  m a tte r-o f-  

factly  th a t  “[f]em ales a re  e x p e c te d  to  exert, and  ac tua lly  do  e x e rt a p o w erfu l in flu en ce  o f  

so c ie ty  a t  large.... T h e  re lig ion  o f  C h ris t req u ires  th e m  to ... so ften  th e  fierceness o f  m an; 

and , a t th e  sam e tim e , to  ex c ite  h im  to  deeds o f  h igh  e n te rp r iz e  {r/c] an d  sp len d id  

b en e v o le n ce .” B u t th is  was th e  lim it o f  w om anly  au th o rity . L es t any o f  h is lis ten e rs  o r 

read ers  m isu n d e rs ta n d  h e r p o s itio n , h e r  re ite ra te d , “B u t again, home is th e  w o m an ’s

p ro p e r  sphere . T h e re  she sh ines in  h e r tru e  g lo ry .”64 R ice  clearly  u n d e rs to o d  th e  lim ited  

n a tu re  o f  th e  fem ale p o w e r h e  p ro m o te d .

H is  ex p lan a tio n  o f  h o w  to  en su re  w o m en  w ere  ab le  to  have a “sa lu tary” e ffec t o n  

th e ir  fam ilies an d  so c ie ties  d rew  o n  th e  ideas o f  re p u b lic an  m o th e rh o o d . “{H}ow can  she 

be a su itab le  c o m p a n io n  an d  co u n se llo r Lr/c], w ith  an  u n in fo rm e d  m in d  an d  u n tu to re d  

h ea rt?” T h e  “m iserab le  s ta te  o f  fem ale ed u c a tio n ” th re a te n e d  th e  p ro g ress  o f  C h ris tia n

c iv iliza tio n .65 R ice ’s d e sc rip tio n  o f  w ives as “com panionC s] an d  c o u n se llo rs} ” is 

sign ifican t: co m p an io n sh ip  suggests in te ra c tio n  b e tw e e n  equals, w ith  w o m en  im p lic itly  

o n  th e  m o ra l h ig h  g ro u n d  as “co u n se llo rs .” R ice  rh e to rica lly  priv ileges w o m e n ’s m o ra l 

know ledge. H e  c learly  c ircu m scrib es  w o m en ’s pow er, how ever, re m a rk in g  th a t  w hile  

w o m en  h ad  th e  d u ty  o f  “p ro m o tin g  v ital p ie ty , an d  lessen in g  th e  evils o f  sin ,” it w o u ld  be 

“c o n tra ry  to  o rd e r” i f  th ey  b ecam e “p u b lic  in s tru c to rs , an d  g o v ern o rs  o f  th e  ch u rch  o f  

Je su s  C h ris t .”66

R ice  also  co u n se led  w o m en  o n  em o tio n a l co n tro l. H is  ad m o n itio n s  su p p o rt 

B lauvelt’s analysis o f  C alv in ist w o m en ’s e m o tio n  w ork . “W e  are n ev e r m o re  d irec tly  in  

[sic] th e  ro a d  to  ru in , th a n  do ing  ju st w h a t w e p lease ,” h e  w arn ed , “un less in d eed  th e  love

63 John H olt Rice, “A Sermon to Young W om en,” (Richmond, Va.: W .W . Gray for the Franklin 
Press, 1819), 18.
64 Rice, “Sermon,” 6.
65 Rice, “Sermon,” 6-7.
66 Rice, “Sermon,” 13. Rice was perhaps subtly targeting groups such as Quakers and abolitionists who 
challenged the traditional gender hierarchy as public speakers.
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o f  G o d  re igns in  o u r  h ea rts ; an d  it  is o u r h ig h es t p leasu re  to  do his w ill.” T h is  cou ld  be 

acco m p lish ed  th ro u g h  “h ab its  o f  se lf-g o v ern m en t” cu ltiv a tin g  “a q u ie t an d  cheerfu l 

sp ir it” th a t  w o u ld  en ab le  “s u b m iss io n ]  to  all th e  d is a p p o in tm e n t w h ich  m ay o ccu r in  o u r 

p lan s o f  en jo y m en t. T h o u g h  em ploy ing  a g e n d e r  n e u tra l “w e ,” h is w arn in g  ca rried  m ore  

w e ig h t fo r w o m en  th a n  m en. W o m e n  h ad  less c o n tro l  ov er th e  ex te rn a l c ircu m stan ces  o f

th e ir  lives, an d  th u s  w ere  m o re  likely to  have to  “su b m it.”67 E m o tio n a l c o n tro l also 

fac ilita te d  evangelizing. R ice sing led  o u t as “w o rs t o f  all” th o se  w o m en  w h o  fa iled  to  

te m p e r  th e ir  re lig ious c o m m itm e n t w ith  m eekness. T h e  “w ell-m ean ing  w om en , w ho , on  

occasion  o f  a litt le  p iq u e , are  su re to  p o u r  o u t a volley o f  p io u s  reb u k es an d  e x h o r ta tio n s”

re ta rd e d  th e  sp re ad  o f  th e  gospel an d  th u s  fa iled  b o th  as w o m en  an d  C h ris tia n s .68

A s R ic e ’s p u p il, L ou isa  was deep ly  in flu en ced  by  th e se  view s an d  stru g g led  to  

keep  h e rse lf  w ith in  th e  b o u n d s  o f  th e ir  sh ared  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  fem ale pow er. She 

w o u ld  freq u en tly  d isa p p o in t herself, an d  G o d , w ith  h e r  fa ilure to  evince a “m eek  an d  

subm issive s p ir i t .”69 F o r L ouisa, each  in s tan ce  o f  ta lk in g  b ack  to  h e r  h u sb an d , losing  h e r  

tem p e r, o r  u n co m ely  lev ity  w a rra n te d  a re - in sp e c tio n  o f  h e r  fa ith  an d  sca th in g  self­

rebuke. She re c o rd e d  in  h e r diary th e  d ifficu lties  o f  to ta l  e m o tio n a l c o n tro l in  a p o s itio n  

o f  re la tive  p o w erlessn ess , as th e  financia l and, to  som e degree, em o tio n a l d e p e n d e n t o f  

h e r s tro n g -w illed  a n d  o f te n  b ru sq u e  husband .

A n  in c id e n t o f  c h u rch  d iscip line , w h ich  o c c u rre d  ju st b e fo re  L ouisa le ft N o rfo lk , 

reveals w hy  h e r  frivo lous b eh av io r was such  a p ro b lem  fo r  W illiam  an d  fo r h e rse lf  a f te r  

h e r  c o m m itm e n t to  th e  chu rch . A  ru m o r c irc u la ted  th a t  “M rs E llio t, a m em b er o f  th is  

ch u rc h ,” h ad  b ee n  “freq u en tin g  p a rtie s  o f  fa sh io n ab le  am u sem en ts , an d  san c tio n in g  

th e m  a t h e r  ow n h o m e , c o n tra ry  to  h e r  d u ty  as a C h ris tia n .” T h e  m a tte r  was so u rg e n t 

th a t  “E ld ers  M axw ell an d  C am p are h e reb y  a p p o in te d  a co m m itte e , to  w a it on  said 

m em b er an d  a sce rta in  th e  t ru th  o r fa lseh o o d  o f  said r e p o r t ,” a n d  if  it  w ere tru e , “in  th e  

sp ir it o f  th e  G o sp e l a ffec tio n a te ly  to  ad m o n ish  h e r  ag a in s t an  indu lgence  in such

67 Rice, “Sermon,” 12.
68 Rice, “Sermon,” 13.
69 LMHC Diary, February 3,1817.
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p artie s ... as te n d in g  to  m ar h e r  ow n sp iritu a l c o m fo r t  an d  g ro w th  in  G race , a n d  to  in ju re  

th e  cause o f  re lig ion  in th e  c h u rc h  o f  w h ich  she is a m e m b e r .” F o rtu n a te ly  fo r M rs. 

E llio t, th e  charge  o f  “irreg u la r c o n d u c t” w as fo u n d  to  be base less.70

M ale  tran sg ressio n s d u rin g  th e  p e r io d  th a t  ap p ea r a t least equally  serious d id  n o t  

face su ch  severe p u n ish m en t. T h e  c h u rc h  also d isap p ro v ed  o f  in jud ic ious c o n su m p tio n  

o f  alcoho l, b u t  w as fairly  le n ie n t in  th e  one case th a t  cam e b e fo re  th em . F irs t c h o r is te r  

N a th a n ie l  F itz  ig n o red  his c ita tio n s  fo r “h ab itu a l in to x ic a tio n ,” d esp ite  “ex p o sin g

h im se lf  in  a very in d ece n t m a n n e r” in  th e  s tre e t, fo r  tw o  y ea rs .71 D e sp ite  th e ir  

o p p o s itio n  to  v io lence, especially  b e tw e e n  c h u rc h  m em b ers, an  a t ta c k  an d  c o u n te r ­

a tta c k  by tw o  m en  d id  n o t  w a rra n t suspension . O n  b e in g  fo u n d  gu ilty  o f  assau lt, Lew is 

P o lla rd  an d  F rancis W r ig h t  w ere  “to  b e  re b u k ed  b y  th e  M o d e ra to r  b e fo re  th e  Session  at 

a spec ia l m eetin g , to  b e  h e ld  fo r th e  p u rp o se .” T h e re , th ey  h ad  to  n o t  on lyperform  

p e n ite n c e  b u t  “pub lic ly  to  c e rtify  th e ir  so rro w .” T h e  elders h ad  to  be  sa tis fied  th a t  

P o lla rd  an d  W r ig h t  meant w h a t th ey  said. A fte r  b e in g  sen ten c ed , th e y  du ly  “co n fessed  

th e ir  fau lts, an d  p ro m ised  to  w alk  h u m b ly  to w ard s th e  ch u rch , to w ard  each  o th e r , an d  

to w ard  all m e n .” Public ly  h u m b led , an d  p e rh ap s  tru ly  rem orsefu l, th e y  p ro m ised  to  

“h e re a f te r  en d eav o u r a ffec tio n a te ly  an d  prayerfu lly , to  reco g n ize  each  o th e r  as b re th re n , 

an d  to  w alk  to g e th e r  in m eek n e ss  an d  love, as b e c o m e  m em b ers  o f  th e  b o d y  o f  C h r is t .” 

T h e n  th e  fo rm e r foes “sh o o k  h an d s w ith  each  o th e r, in  to k e n  o f  th e ir  m u tu a l

forgiveness. W h e re u p o n  th e  S ession d ec la red  its e lf  sa tisfied .”72

W h ile  th ey  w ere d eep ly  susp ic ious o f  an d  c o n c e rn e d  by  w h a t secu la r ind iv iduals 

saw as in n o c e n t am u sem e n ts  an d  w h a t S o u th e rn e rs  p ro b ab ly  u n d e rs to o d  as th e  p rice  o f  

h o n o r, an d  d esp ite  th e ir  d ism issal o f  m ale im p ro p rie ty , th e  E ld ers  h ad  n o  to le ra n ce  fo r 

fem ale sexual m isco n d u c t. In  1818, M rs. H u n t,  a w idow , w as ch a rg ed  w ith  “unlaw ful

70 Session Minutes, June 30,1821, p. 52, and June 8,1822, p. 53.
71 Session Minutes, December 15,1815, p. 8; September 12, p. 30 October 3, p. 31:, November 3, 1818; p. 
33, February 5, p. 34. February 13, p. 35, and February 20,1819.
72 Session Minutes, January {?}, 23, 27, and 28,1817, pp. 12-20.
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c o h a b ita tio n  w ith  a m an  w hose n am e  is n o t k n o w n .”73 A  w eek  la te r , “th e y  fo u n d  th a t  she 

h ad  la te ly  g o t m arried  to  th e  m an  w ith  w h o m  she has c o h a b ite d  as m e n tio n e d  in  th e  

charge... W h e re a s  th e  charge  o f  un law fu l c o h a b ita tio n  w ith  a m an  is fully p ro v e d  aga inst

said M rs H u n t  (now  M rs ) by  re p e a te d  co n fessio n  to  d iffe re n t m em b ers  o f  th e

S ession .” A ggravated  th a t  she  d id  “n o t  ap p ea r to  have any p ro p e r  sense o f  h e r  c r im e ,” she 

w as im m ed ia te ly  “su sp en d ed  fro m  co m m u n io n  w ith  th e  ch u rch , u n ti l  she re p en ts , o r

u n til  fu r th e r  o rd e r .”74

I t  was w ith in  th e se  m o ra l gu idelines th a t  L ouisa ch o se  to  live. T h is  relig ious 

so c ie ty  also o ffe red  h e r co m p an io n sh ip  and  an  ap p ro p ria te  o u tle t  fo r  h e r  ab ilitie s  and  

energ ies, w ith  ro u n d s o f  b e n e v o le n t v isits  an d  p rayers m eetings. L ike p io u s  N o r th e rn  

w o m en  a t th e  tim e, th ese  w o m en  sub tly  re sh ap ed  th e ir  “p ro p e r  sp h e re ” b y  c la im ing  th e ir  

m o ra l a u th o r ity  w a rran te d  th e ir  evangelical v en tu re s  o u ts id e  th e  h o m e. T h e  P resb y te r ia n  

e lders even ap p o in te d  a c o m m itte e  o f  w o m en  to  “to  ra ise  m o n ey  fo r th e  s u p p o rt o f  p o o r  

an d  p io u s yo u th , can d id a tes  fo r  th e  m in istry . O rd e red , M rs. M oseley , M rs. W h ite h e a d , 

M rs. H o lm es, M rs. G rigsby , M rs. D u n c an , M rs. C am p, M rs. H a tto n ,  an d  M rs. C u th b e r t  

b e  re q u es ted  to  a c t as a c o m m itte e  to  p ro c u re  su b sc rip tio n s  an d  m ak e  co llec tio n s  fo r th e

asso c ia tio n  above re c o m m e n d e d .”75 A s a w idow , L ouisa even h ad  th e  free  tim e  to  

su p e r in te n d  th e  S ab b a th  S chool, serve as S ecre tary  in N o rfo lk ’s F em ale  O rp h a n  Society,

an d  p a r tic ip a te  in ac tiv ities  to  s u p p o r t  th e  A m erican  C o lo n iz a tio n  S o cie ty .76

H e r  diary h e lp ed  h e r  a c c o u n t fo r  h e r  tim e , a f lee tin g  an d  p rec io u s  co m m o d ity  to  

be  used  fo r th e  g lo rifica tio n  o f  G o d . In  one d iary  en try , she su m m arize d  a s tr ic t  m e th o d  

o f  carefu lly  p lan n in g  h e r  day to  ach ieve th e  u tm o s t  benevo lence , ad d ress in g  C h ris tian s  

generally . A fte r  “co llec tlin g ] o u r  th o u g h ts  every m o rn in g ” an d  m ak in g  a “coo l

73 Session Minutes, September i, 1818, p. 28.
74 Session Minutes, September 27,1818, p. 31.
75 Session Minutes, June 28,1816.
76 See Urbach, 31 _39; E. B. McCluer, “Sketches of the Churches,” in The Church on the Elizabeth River,
51; “Female Orphan Society of Norfolk,” The American Beacon and Commercial Diary (Norfolk, Va.),
Vol. VI, No. 132 (July 11,1818), [3}; the Society was authorized injanuary, 1816, so Louisa’s 
involvement probably began then and continued until her second marriage in 1821. “Virginia 
Legislature: House of Delegates: January 5, 1816,” The American Beacon and Commercial Diary Vol. I,
N o. 138 (Jan. 12,1816), [3}.
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e x a m in a tio n  o f  th e  b usiness o f  i t ,” b e fo re  s tep p in g  o u t, “e ach  {C hristian} shou ld  ask 

h im self, w h ith e r  am  I going? In  w h a t co m p an y  shall I be? W h a t  te m p ta tio n s  shall assau lt 

me? W h a t  o p p o r tu n itie s  o f  do ing  g o o d  shall o ffe r them selves to  m e?” She re co m m en d ed  

a s im ilar analysis a t  days end , a c co u n tin g  fo r tim e  sp en t, in  w h a t com pany , an d  in  w h a t 

g o o d  w o rk s .77

H e r  deep  p ie ty  an d  sp iritu a l s tr ic tn e ss  belies h e r  in te rd e n o m in a tio n a l to leran ce . 

I f  h e r c h u rc h  w as n o t  h o ld in g  services, she  w o u ld  sim ply a t te n d  th e  E p isco p a lian  ch u rch

w ith  h e r  m o th e r , o r  lis ten  to  M e th o d is t  se rm o n s .78 N o rfo lk ’s u rb a n  e n v iro n m e n t 

v irtually  e n su red  th a t  she co u ld  find  sp iritu a l services every  Sunday, as w ell as engage in  

ad d itio n a l sp iritu a l w orks. In  F luvanna C o u n ty , she w o u ld  occasionally  drive h e r  se lf 

tw elve m iles to  th e  B rick  U n io n  th a t, w ith  h e r  e n th u s ia s tic  su p p o rt, J o h n  b u ilt in  1828,

w h ich  w as sh a red  b y  P resb y te rian s , E p iscopalians, M e th o d is ts , an d  B a p tis ts .79 She 

la m e n te d  w h en  th e  S ab b ath s she w as en fo rce d  to  en d u re  w ith o u t a “lea rn ed  d isco u rse ,” 

a lth o u g h  she dev o ted ly  s tu d ie d  h e r B ible. She w as even friend ly  w ith  N o rfo lk ’s C a th o lic

p ries t, g radually  d ec id in g  h e  w as in d eed  a  “tru e  se rv an t o f  G o d .”80

D e sp ite  h e r  s in cere  effo rts , L o u isa’s sp iritu a l life w as o ften  fa r fro m  th e  

tran q u ility  she craved . J o n  U rb a c h  o ffers an  in sig h tfu l a c co u n t o f  th e  re m a in d e r  o f  

L ou isa’s w id o w h o o d  and  h e r  various ro m an tic  in te re s ts .81 H e  suggests th a t  L ou isa  

w a n te d  to  m arry  a clergym an, because  he  co u ld  superv ise h e r  m o ra l d ev e lo p m en t w hile  

she co u ld  c o n tin u e  and  ex p an d  h e r  b en e v o le n t ac tiv ities; an  ad d itio n a l p o in t  to  co n sid e r 

is th a t  a re sp e c te d  m in is te r  w o u ld  n o t  be  sign ifican tly  b e lo w  h e r in  s ta tio n  as various 

g roups o f  p ro fessio n a ls  g rew  in  p re s tig e .82 A d d itio n a lly , m in is te rs  w ere o f te n  exciting ; 

D o n a ld  M a th ew s  has c o m m e n te d  o n  th e  a t t ra c t io n  o f  w o m en  to  evangelical m in is te rs ,

77 LMHC Diary, February 1, 1818.
78 LMHC Diary, passim.
79 V.J. Snead, Fluvanna County Sketchbook, 1777-1963: Facts and Fancies o f Fluvanna County in the 
Commonwealth of Virginia (W hittet & Shepperson: Richmond, Va., 1963), 27.
80 LMHC Diary, February 1,1818.
81 Urbach, section entitled “The Courtship o f a Matron,” esp. 46-
82 Urbach, 45'46
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n o tin g  th a t  th e  lines b e tw e en  “sacred  a n d  p ro fan e  d e s ire” co u ld  b ec o m e  b lu rre d  in  an  

e n v iro n m e n t th a t  em p h asized  “in tim a te  co m p an io n sh ip  in  C h ris t” an d  p assio n a te , if  

re s tra in e d  re lig iosity , led  by  ch a rism a tic  m e n .83

D u rin g  th e  m o s t o f  p ro cess  o f  h e r  co n v ers io n  a n d  san c tif ic a tio n  -  fro m  h e r 

te rm in a tio n  o f  h e r  co u rtsh ip  w ith  W ilk in so n  in  1812 to  1816 -  L ouisa ex p ressed  n o  

co n c e rn  a b o u t rem arriage  o r a m ark ed  in te re s t  in  a p a r tic u la r  m an , b u t  a f te r  1816 she 

tu m b le d  fro m  in fa tu a tio n  to  re je c tio n  rep ea ted ly , ap p e a rin g  increasing ly  d esp e ra te . W h y  

is u n clea r; p e rh a p s  she fe lt she h ad  m o u rn e d  lo n g  enough , an d  she w as p ro b ab ly  o n e  o f  

d w in d lin g  n u m b e r o f  h e r  frien d s still u n m a rr ie d  as she  ap p ro ach e d  th ir ty . She b ecam e 

in s tan tly  en a m o re d  o f  m en  she bare ly  knew , an d  b ec am e  m o re  d ep ressed  w ith  each  

d is a p p o in tm e n t, even losing in te re s t  in  th e  c h u rc h  w o rk  th a t  h ad  g iven h e r life s tru c tu re  

an d  p u rp o se . H o w ev er, L ouisa cou ld  n o t  escap e  th e  fac t th a t  w o m en  in  th e  early  

n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  w ere  d efin ed  in  re la tio n  to  m en . A d m ittin g  th a t  she fa iled  in  h e r 

q u es t to  live h e r  life fo r G o d , she y ea rn ed  to  have an  im m e d ia te  p e rso n  to  fix h e r  

id e n ti ty  o n  w h o  co u ld  o ffer h e r m o re  fu lfillm en t th a n  h e r  b ro th e r , so m eo n e  to  s tru c tu re  

h e r life a ro u n d . D e sp ite  h e r  b en e v o le n t ac tiv ities , o r p e rh a p s  because o f  th em , she 

y ea rn ed  to  d ev o te  h e r  m in is tra tio n s  to  a  h u sb an d , an d  p ossib ly  a family. L ouisa n ev e r h ad  

ch ild ren , an d  d e sp ite  th e  p ressu res o f  th e  tim e , n ev e r exp lic itly  a r tic u la te d  a desire  to  do  

so, a lth o u g h  she em b raced  (at least m en tally ) h e r  p o s it io n  as a s tep -m o th e r . I f  she w as 

b a rren , sh e  seem s to  have ac cep ted  it, b u t  she  d read ed  b ec o m in g  a sp in ste r.

A  b r ie f  su m m ary  o f  h e r  m isad v en tu res  b e tw e e n  1816 an d  1821 reveals h e r  

do w n w ard  sp iral. H e r  m o th e r, H e len , still an  E p isco p a lian , in tro d u c e d  L ouisa to  th e  

P a s to r  o f  th e  E p isco p a l C h u rch  in  N o rfo lk  in  la te  1816.84 L ou isa  w as en am o red , dec la rin g

83 Donald Mathews, Religion in the Old South (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1977), 105-106
84 The constraints upon the time which I was able to spend with the documents leads me to defer 
here to Urbach. He insists that William was the only significant influence in Louisa’s family, and 
implies that their mother submitted to his wishes and dictates; census data for “H. Read,” in 1820 
suggests H elen (the women over forty-five indicated in the census) was still living with William (who 
at thirty-six was the “free white male” between twenty-six and forty-five), thirty-two-year-old Louisa 
and another (the two white women between twenty-six and forty-five), and four children (two girls 
and one boy between sixteen and twenty-six, and one girl between ten and sixteen), and five slaves (a 
man and a woman over forty-five, two women between ten and sixteen, and a boy under ten -  possibly
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th a t  n o th in g  cou ld  “equal th e  ad m ira tio n  M r. Low e excites. E very  w o rd  h e  u t te r s  seem s 

en d o w ed  w ith  a fo rce  n ev e r k n o w n  b e fo re .”85 E v iden tly  R o b e rt, w h o m  she h ad  loved, 

never s tir re d  such  passions. H o w ev er, h e r  b ro th e r  o b jec ted ; a lth o u g h  L ou isa  fe lt Low e 

had  “m o re  o f  th e  real P re sb y te r ia n  a b o u t h im  th a n  any I have ever seen  b e fo re ,” h e  w as 

still an  E p iscopalian , a lead e r o f  th e  ch u rc h  W illia m  h ad  le ft an d  o u t o f  w h ich  h e  lead  

Louisa. In  th e  m id s t o f  th is  tu rm o il, th e  p e rs is te n t W ilk in so n  reap p ea red , p re ssin g  his 

case o n ce  m ore. She h e s itan tly  se lec ted  Low e, b u t  “b ro th e r  p u t  h is fo o t d o w n .”85 T h e  

re b u ffed  W ilk in so n  h ea rd  o f  th is , he so u g h t h e r o u t again. U rb a c h  re la tes  th a t  “Louisa, 

‘m o re  deep ly  im p ressed  th a n  ever w ith ... h is inestim ab le  w o rth ,’ w as w eak en in g .” 

W ilk in so n , how ever, co n c lu d e d  th a t  she  co u ld  n o t  b ea r th e  lo t o f  a so ld ie r’s w ife, and  

le ft h e r  fo rev er th e  fo llow ing  day. L ouisa, staggering  u n d e r  th is  d o u b le  b low , so u g h t 

L ow e’s gu idance , b u t  w as again  re je c te d  w h en  h e  p ro p o se d  to  a n o th e r  w o m an  w ith in  a 

w eek  o f  W ilk in so n ’s d ep a rtu re . T h e y  m arr ie d  a m o n th  la te r .87

In  F eb ru a ry  o f  th e  n e x t year, L ouisa m e t a M r. G risw o ld , w h o  was so lic itin g  a 

d o n a tio n  fo r his N ew  Y o rk  ch u rch  fro m  W illiam . L ouisa soon  th o u g h t “h is socie ty  

p o ssessed  m ore  charm s th a n  th a t  o f  a lm o st anyone I w as ever a c q u a in te d  w ith .” W h e n  

he m oved  on , his b u siness fin ish ed , L ou isa  w as le ft w ith  “a p a in fu l v o id ...w h ich  will 

re q u ire  som e fo r titu d e  to  b e a r .”88 S eek ing  solace in  re lig ion , she p assed  th e  n ex t year 

“e n tire ly  sa tisfied  w ith  th e  lo t P ro v id en ce  seem ed  to  have cast fo r m e ,” u n ti l  a N o r th e rn  

m in is te r  cam e to  v isit h e r  b ro th e r  fo r  te n  days. A  w eek  a n d  a h a lf  was en o u g h  tim e  fo r 

h e r  to  beg in  “fo rm in g  a w ish .” U p o n  his d ep a rtu re , she was “te m p te d  to  cry  ou t, w h a t

three generations o f the same family, or remnants o f the families represented by the fifteen slaves 
they owned in 1810). W ho the second woman and the children are is something o f a mystery to me
because William did not mariy until 1832; it is possible that one o f Louisa’s married sisters or another
female relative was widowed and took up residence with the Maxwells/Reads.
85 Cited in Urbach, “God and Man,” 47.
86 Urbach, “God and Man,” 48.
87 Urbach, “God and Man,” 50-51.
88 Quoted in Urbach. 51
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have I d o n e  th a t  I sh o u ld  b e  m o c k e d  w ith  a view  o f  h ap p in ess  I am  d e s tin e d  never to  

a tta in ? ”89

L ouisa h ad  a n o th e r  y ea r o f  q u ie t b e fo re  h e r “fo o lish  h e a r t” a t ta c h e d  its e lf  again. 

T o u rin g  th e  evangelical ch u rch es  o f  P h ilad e lp h ia  w ith  h e r  b ro th e r ,  she m e t  a “yo u n g  

m an  o f  th e  m o st p ro m is in g  ta le n ts .” A fte r  on ly  th re e  days, she la m e n te d  th a t  h e r  “guilty  

passions co n tin u a lly  rise  to  sw ell an d  vex an d  d es tro y  m y p ea ce .” She fe lt she was losing 

co n tro l: “Stop! I c a n n o t do  th e  th in g s  I  w ou ld  n o r  k eep  m y co n sc ien ce  c lean .” W h e th e r  

th is  d ilem m a w as in  so m e w ay sexual o r solely em o tio n a l an d  sp iritu a l is u n clea r, as is th e  

w ay in w h ich  L ouisa d is tin g u ish ed  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o. A  m o n th  a f te r  re tu rn in g  to  N o rfo lk , 

a w alk  w ith  a v is ito r  cau sed  “m y w o u n d  b u t  sligh tly  h ea led ” to  gape again. W h e n  she 

sch em ed  to  sp o n so r th e  P h ilad e lp h ia  p re a c h e r to  com e to  h e r  c h u rch , h e r  b ro th e r  

q u ash ed  h e r  p lan s .90 A t every  tu rn , she w as d efea ted .

As a re su lt o f  all th is  em o tio n a l tu m u lt  an d  h e r  co n tin u a l sense o f  g u ilt fo r h e r  

desires -  an d  p e rh a p s  a sense o f  fa ilure as a w o m en , re leg a ted  to  d ep e n d en cy  o n  h e r 

m o th e r  an d  b ro th e r  -  L o u isa  w as sp ira ling  in to  despair. She h ad  w a ite d  p a tie n tly  and  

served  G o d  diligently , b u t  w as slowly losing  h o p e  a f te r  eleven  years o f  w id o w h o o d  -  

m u ch  to  h e r  h o rro r. In  F eb ru a ry  1821 she  p e n n e d  a sh o rt, sad  p o e m  su m m ariz in g  h e r  

p ligh t:

T e m p ta tio n s  every  w h ere  an n o y  
A n d  sins &  snares m y p eace  destroy ,
Love co n flic ts  in te r ru p t  m y rest,
A n d  daily  w o u n d  m y anx ious b reast.
M y  soul, . . __
Sees every  day n ew  s tra its  a tte n d ,
A n d  w o n d e rs  w h e re  th e  scene w ill e n d .91

T h e  “vile in g ra ti tu d e ” o f  h e r  “foo lish  h e a r t” w ou ld  n o t b e  sa tisfied  w ith  a life o f  

single benevo lence . L o u isa  w as u n ab le  to  sm o th e r  h e r  desire  fo r  “th a t  tem p o ra l b lessin g ”

89 Urbach, “God and Man,” 52-53.
90 Urbach, “God and Man,” 53-56.
91 LMHC Diary, February 26,1821.
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she “craveCd} above all o th e rs .” W h a te v e r  th e  ex ac t cause  o f  h e r  d e sp e ra tio n  an d  h e r  

fix a tio n  o n  m arriage, she  w ould  see th e  arrival o f  J o h n  H a rtw e ll C o ck e  as P ro v id en tia l.
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Part II. “His tenderness & kindness impresses my heart most sensibly”: 

Meeting & Marrying General John Hartwell Cocke

L ouisa w as im m ed ia te ly  im p ressed  w ith  h e r fu tu re  seco n d  husb an d . J o h n  

H a rtw e ll C o ck e  ap p ea red  to  possess all th e  q ualitie s  she h o p e d  fo r in  a spouse. H e  w as 

p ro p e r  b u t  n o t  stiff; sensib le  b u t  n o t cold; ch a rm in g  b u t  n o t  in sincere . M o s t 

im p o rtan tly , L ouisa co n c lu d ed  J o h n  h ad  “c o r re c t m o ra l d e p o r tm e n t.”92 H e  w as self­

co n tro lled , h o n o rab le , an d  C h ris tia n , i f  n o t  C alv in ist o r  as o u tw ard ly  p io u s as L ouisa. H e  

h ad  se rv ed  h is c o u n try  h o n o ra b ly  as a G en era l d u rin g  th e  W a r  o f  1812. J o h n  was also a 

w ea lth y  p la n ta tio n  ow ner, b u t  sh a red  L ou isa’s te m p e ra n c e  an d  anti-slavery.

L ike Louisa, J o h n  h ad  also lo s t h is spouse. H is  f irs t w ife, A n n  Blaws B arraud , o r  

N an cy , w as also fro m  N o rfo lk , th e  d a u g h te r  o f  a p ro m in e n t p h y sic ian  p rev iously  liv ing in  

W illiam sb u rg . J o h n  m e t N an cy  in W illia m sb u rg  in  1799 w hile he a tte n d e d  th e  C ollege o f  

W illiam  & M ary. A fte r  a so m etim es-ro ck y  th re e -y e a r  co u rtsh ip , th ey  m arried  in  1802 on 

C h ris tm a s  D ay, w h ich  was also N a n c y ’s e ig h te e n th  b irth d ay ; J o h n  w as tw en ty -tw o . 

D e sp ite  h e r  d istress a t  p a r tin g  fro m  h e r  fam ily  a n d  frien d s in  N o rfo lk , N a n cy  g o o d - 

n a tu re d ly  ex cu sed  th e  c o n tin u in g  c o n s tru c tio n  a t  h e r  n ew  h o m e, a n d  as on e  b io g ra p h e r  

o f  J o h n  describ es it, “b ecam e w ith  a s to n ish in g  ease th e  c o m p e te n t, in d u strio u s  m is tre ss

o f  a ru ra l e s ta b lish m e n t.”93

J o h n ’s firs t m arriage in flu en ced  h is e x p e c ta tio n s  fo r  h is m arriage w ith  Louisa. By 

all a c co u n ts  J o h n  an d  N a n cy  h ad  a m o st h a rm o n io u s  m arriage. N an cy  p ro v ed  an 

ex ce llen t p la n ta tio n  m istress. A lth o u g h  she  was ra ised  in  an  u rb a n  en v iro n m e n t, sh e  h ad  

ex p e rien ce  w ith  slaves. She m a in ta in ed  close fr ien d sh ip s  th ro u g h  a vigorous 

c o rre sp o n d e n c e  an d  occasional v isits, an d  she p ro v ed  a d ev o ted  m o th e r  to  th e ir  six 

c h ild re n .94 A n n  gave b ir th  every  tw o  to  th re e  years b e tw e en  1804 an d  1816, all th e  w hile 

m a in ta in in g  th e  h o u seh o ld  d u rin g  h e r  h u sb a n d ’s f re q u e n t travels. T h e ir  son  J o h n

92 LHMC Diary, August 29,1816; September 24 1816.
93 Coyner, 14; Ann Blaws Barraud Cocke to Philip and Ann Barraud, May 1,1803.
94 On Nancy’s efficiency, see Coyner, “John Hartwell Cocke,” 34-36, 54-55; their correspondence 
attests to the affection and respect they felt each other -  see for instance Ann Blaws Barraud Cocke 
to JHC, June 24,1808 and JHC to ABBC, March 18, 1807; slave ownership, Coyner, “John Hartwell 
Cocke,” 81
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H a rtw e ll ( I I I )  w as b o rn  in  1804, L ou isiana  B arraud  in  1806, P h ilip  St. G eo rg e  in  1809, 

A n n  Blaws in  1811, C harles C a iy  in  1814, an d  Sally F au leon  in  1816.95

T ragically , A n n  d ied  th re e  m o n th s  a f te r  Sally w as b o rn  in  S ep tem b er. J u s t  a f te r  

C h ris tm a s  in  1816, she su ccu m b ed  to  lin g erin g  illness, likely  due to  a  p u e rp e ra l fever an d  

p e rh ap s  a secondary  in fec tio n . J o h n ’s acco u n t o f  h e r slow  d e a th  is a long , m oving  

acco lade to  h e r  excellence as a w ife, m o th e r , m istress, an d  fr ie n d .96 D e sp ite  h e r  suffering , 

h e r  slow  decline  w as a b o o n  in  th a t  i t  allow ed h e r  friends an d  c h ild re n  to  b e  a t  h e r  side 

w h en  she  finally p assed  away. N a n c y  d e ta iled  “ce rta in  p re s e n ts ” to  be  g iven  as 

“m e m e n to s” to  h e r c lo ses t friends. T o  th e  tw o  o f  h e r frien d s p re se n t, M rs. C ary  an d  

N a n c y  M o re lan d , th e  governess, she to o k  o ff a n d  p re se n te d  h e r  rings, “desiring  th em  to  

w ear th e m  fo r h e r  sak e .” She th e n  tu rn e d  to  J o h n  and  “to o k  o f f  h e r  w e d d in g  ring, and  

p re se n tin g  it to  m e, sa id  ‘you m u st have th is, i t  have n ev e r b e e n  o ff  b e fo re .’“ P erh a p s  th is  

w as th e  m o m e n t w h e n  J o h n  fully  rea lized  th a t  N a n cy  w o u ld  n ev e r recover.

J o h n  h ard ly  le ft N a n c y ’s b ed s id e  du ring  th e  “agon izing  tr ia l,” co n sid e rin g  staying 

w ith  h e r  a “sac red  d u ty .” H e  craw led  in to  b e d  beside  h er, c rad lin g  h e r , h e lp in g  h e r s it up  

an d  d rin k  d ilu ted  w in e  w h en  co u g h in g  rack ed  h e r increasing ly  frail body , h o p in g  w ith  

h e r  she “m ig h t die w ith o u t a p a in fu l strugg le .” O n  C h ris tm as, th e ir  fo u r te e n th  w ed d in g  

ann iversary  an d  h e r  th ir ty -se c o n d  b irth d ay , N a n cy  11 said she co u ld  n o t  as well 

c o m m em o ra te  th is  day as by  b es to w in g  h e r b lessing  u p o n  th e  p ledges o f  o u r  love. T h e  

in fa n t {Sally] an d  o u r  y o u n g er c h ild re n  [C harles and  A n n , ages tw o  a n d  five] w ere ca rried  

to  h e r  a n d  received  h e r  la s t e m b ra c e .” N an cy  w as deeply  p a in e d  to  leave h e r  six ch ild ren  

m o th erless , te lling  h e r  assem b led  fam ily  rep ea ted ly  “th a t  she loved  us all to o  m u ch , and  

was to o  deep ly  in te re s te d  in  th e  w elfare  o f  h e r  ch ild ren  to  w ish  to  leave us; b u t  as i t  

p leased  G o d  to  d ec ree  o th e rw ise , she fe lt  no  d read  a t obey ing  th e  su m m o n s,” try ing  to  

face d e a th  w ith  C h ris tia n  re s ig n a tio n .

95 Introduction to the microfilm edition o f Louisa’s diaries, American Women’s Diaries, Southern Women 
(Readex Film Products, 1988).
96 The following account is derived from the John Hartwell Cocke Journal, November 26 1816 -  
January 1,1817, unless otherwise noted.
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J o h n  H a rtw e ll th e  e ld er w as angu ished  as well. H is  usual serio u sn ess  an d  self- 

c o n tro l failed in  th e  face o f  th is  p e rso n a l tragedy. N a n cy ’s b e s t  fr ie n d  Polly  C abell 

arrived  o n  th e  D e c e m b e r  27th, an d  d esc rib ed  th e  scene to  h e r  h u sb an d , J o h n ’s close 

frien d  Jo sep h . H e a rin g  P o lly ’s ca rriage arrive, J o h n  m o m en ta rily  le ft h is  w ife ’s side as he 

raced  to  b rin g  u p  h e r  b e lo v ed  fr ie n d  b e fo re  N an cy  su ccu m b ed  to  h e r  illness. J o h n  “cam e 

o u t to  m e ,” Polly  w ro te , “a n d  th ro w in g  his arm s a ro u n d  m y n eck  an d  so b b in g , said  th a t  I 

h ad  arrived  ju s t in  tim e  to  see an  angel d ie .” J o h n  an d  Polly  each  h e ld  o n e  o f  N a n c y ’s 

h an d s as th e  “last eb b  o f  life le f t  h e r .” “O h , w h o  cou ld  p a in t  th e  w ild  g r ie f  o f  h e r 

h u sb an d ,” she w ro te  ruefully , as J o h n  “gazed  u p o n  th a t  lovely b u t  lifeless fo rm .”97 Still 

h o ld in g  his dead  w ife ’s h an d , J o h n  b u ried  his face in  th e  b la n k e ts  an d  w e p t b itte rly .

P erh ap s J o h n  id ea lized  N a n c y  as she  lay slowly dying an d  a f te r  sh e  was gone. In  

any case, he had  h igh  ex p e c ta tio n s  fo r a wife. N a n cy  was “all th a t  I co u ld  have h o p ed  fo r 

in  a w ife, o r  ex p e c ted  in  a w o m a n .” She h ad  b een  c o r re c t  in  h e r  p re d ic tio n , sh o rtly  a f te r  

th ey  w e re  m arried , th a t  she  w o u ld  “b e  happy... as long  as I live” w ith  th e  “k in d e s t  o f  

H u sb a n d s .”98 N an cy  also “aw ak en ed  h e r  h u sb an d  to  th e  t ru th  o f  C h ris t ia n ity ,” fulfilling 

h e r  ro le  as a p o sitiv e  sp iritu a l in flu en c e .99 W h e th e r  th is w as b e fo re  he  d e a th  o r  because 

o f  it is unc lea r, b u t  re lig ious to p ics  d id  occasionally  ap p ear in th e ir  p rev io u s 

co rre sp o n d en ce . In  M a rc h  1803, he w ro te  his m e n to r  St. G eo rg e  T u c k e r , o f  his 

ex p lo ra tio n s  o f  fa ith . “I have h ad  th e  c o n so la tio n  to  say, th a t  a t  every  s tep  in  m y p ro g ress  

o f  in v estig a tin g  revealed  re lig io n ,” he  co n fid ed , “m y d o u b ts  an d  d ifficu lties  have 

d im in ish ed  an d  m y h o p es  o f  p e r fe c t  co n v ic tio n  have b r ig h te n e d .”100

By 1821, how ever, J o h n ’s fa ith  seem s to  have coo led . P a r t  o f  w h a t he so u g h t in  a 

w ife w as a sp iritu a lly  b e n e f ic e n t in fluence, so m eo n e  to  c o n tin u e  th e  sp iritu a l w o rk  

N a n cy  h ad  begun. H e  also w a n te d  an  agreeable, ch eerfu l co m p a n io n  w h o  w o u ld  b e  a 

d ed ica ted  m o th e r  an d  c o m p e te n t  m is tre ss  w h o  co u ld  m anage his large  h o u seh o ld  and

97 Polly Cabell to Joseph Cabell, December 29, 1816; JHC Journal, Novem ber 26,1816 -January 1,1817.
98Ann Blaws Barraud Cocke to Philip and Ann Blaws Barraud, May 1,1803.
99 John inscribed this on Nancy’s tombstone. Moore, “Gen. John Hartwell Cocke of Bremo, 1780- 
1866,” 146.
100 JH C to St. George Tucker, March 3, 1817.
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superv ise his huge enslaved  w o rk fo rce , as N a n cy  h ad  been . By 1820, how ever, his 

E n lig h te n m en t-in flu en ce d  an tislavery  se n tim e n ts  had  fused  w ith  h is re lig ious feeling. 

W h ile  a t  th e  C ollege, J o h n  “im b ib ed  su ch  p rin c ip le s  as n a tu ra l righ ts , deism , a n d  an ti- 

slavery,” n o tin g  th a t  i t  was “ab su rd  to  say th a t  any m an  can  give h im se lf  away, o r  w ere  i t  

possib le  he  co u ld  n o t  give aw ay his ch ild ren , w h o  are b o rn  free .”101 A s h e  m a tu re d , he  

c o n tin u e d  to  v iew  slavery as ab o m in ab le  a n d  tu rn e d  to  co lo n iza tio n  as a so lu tio n . H is  

w ife w o u ld  also  jo in  h im  in m in is te r in g  to  th e  slaves in  p re p a ra tio n  fo r th e ir  ev en tu a l 

em an c ip a tio n . J o h n ’s f irs t m arriage seem ed  to  p ro v e  th e  success o f  th e  co m p a n io n a te  

ideal a n d  e s tab lish ed  a h igh  s tan d a rd  fo r h is seco n d  w ife. A fte r  m ak in g  th e  ac q u a in tan ce  

o f  a ch a rm in g  an d  p io u s N o rfo lk  w idow , L ou isa  M axw ell H o lm es, h e  th o u g h t h e  h ad  

fo u n d  th e  id ea l spouse.

L ou isa  fe lt likew ise. O n  M ay  4 th, 1821, as she re c o u n te d  th e  “g re a t cause to  bless 

th e  L o rd  fo r his go o d n ess  to  m e d u rin g  th e  p a s t w eek ,” she n o te d  in  h e r  d iary  th a t  th ey

h ad  h o s te d  several ac q u a in tan ces  th a t  day, in c lu d in g  “G e n .  w ith  w h o se  sensib le

co n v e rsa tio n  w e co u ld  n o t be b u t  p lea se d .” T h o u g h  L ouisa tr ie d  to  cu ltiv a te  g raciousness 

in  h e r asse ssm en ts  by  seeing  th e  b e s t  in  p eo p le , she w as m o re  likely  to  n o te  an  

in d iv idua l’s am iab leness o r  charm ; J o h n ’s in te lle c t an d  co m p o su re  ca u g h t h e r  a tte n tio n .

T h e  p ro s p e c t  o f  g e ttin g  b e t te r  a c q u a in te d  w ith  J o h n  w as irre s is tib le . T w o  days 

later, sh e  “w as en livened  by th e  v isits  o f  several frien d s a n d  ac q u a in tan ces , am o n g  w h o m  

w ere G e n  —  & M rJ  B arraud  o f  N e w  Y o rk  w h o  sp e n t th e  even ing  w ith  us. I  th o u g h t it 

b e s t n o t  to  a t te n d  th e  m o n th ly  c o n c e rt o f  p ra y e r m e e tin g ,” w h ich , b ased  o n  h e r  freq u en t 

relig ious in to n a tio n s , was n o t  a d ec is io n  typ ically  o r  casually  m ade. L ou isa  w as rap id ly  

b ec o m in g  en am o red . She fo u n d  h e r  new  p rio r itie s  tro u b lin g . O n  M ay  10, in  th e  m id s t o f  

a d iscu ssio n  o f  h e r  usual ro u n d s o f  p ray e r m ee tin g s  and  v isits, she ab ru p tly  ask ed  o f  G o d , 

“D e a r  F a th e r  w h a t new  tria l aw ait m e now ? M in e  eyes a re  to  th e  everlasting  hills w h en ce  

all m y s tre n g th  c o m e th .”

101 Martin Boyd Coyner, Jr., “John Hartwell Cocke of Bremo: Agriculture and Slavery in the Ante­
bellum South” (Ph.D. diss., University o f Virginia, 1961), 12.
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R esig n a tio n  to  divine p ro v id en ce  d id  n o t  p re c lu d e  ac tio n , how ever. E v iden tly , 

J o h n  an d  L ou isa  had  b ee n  able to  g e t acq u a in ted  w ell en o u g h  th a t  L ou isa  d ec id e d  to  

m ove th e  re la tio n sh ip  to  th e  n ex t level. Som e tim e  in  th e  n e x t few  days, L ouisa se n t a 

n o te  to  h e r  fr ien d  M ary  B arraud , p ro b ab ly  th e  w ife o f  one o f  N a n c y ’s (Jo h n ’s f irs t w ife’s) 

b ro th e r s .102 T h ro u g h  M ary, u n b e k n o w n st to  W illiam , L ouisa in v ite d  J o h n  to  v is it h e r  

p rivate ly , p ro m is in g  “n o  in tru s io n s  from  rivals o r  o th e rs .” She w as q u ite  bo ld ly  

c irc u m v en tin g  h e r susp icious fam ily, an d  p e rh ap s  rely ing  o n  u n im p each ab le  p ie ty  to  

p ro te c t  h e r  re p u ta tio n  from  h a rm  fo r e n te r ta in in g  a m an  alone. A ssuring  J o h n  she w ou ld  

“en d e av o u r to  b e  as agreeable as p o ss ib le ,” she clearly  sh if te d  th e  re la tio n sh ip  fro m  one 

o f  fr ie n d sh ip  to  on e  o f  co u rtsh ip .

J o h n  w asted  little  tim e . O n  M ay 15, a p p a ren tly  w ith o u t fo rew arn in g  b y  le tte r , she 

rece iv ed  “[a}n early  an d  u n e x p e c te d  v isit fro m  , & m o re  u n e x p e c te d  d ec la ra tio n s

o f  h is s e n tim e n ts  w ith  regards to  m e.” L ouisa w as d e lig h ted  b u t  su rp rised  an d  

ap p reh en siv e . She clearly  d id  n o t  an tic ip a te  J o h n ’s su d d en  p ro p o sa l a f te r  a m ere  eleven 

days o f  c o u rtsh ip , fo r th e  “co n fu s io n  &  a g ita tio n  w h ich  i t  has o ccas io n ed  is m o re  easily 

fe lt th a n  d e sc rib ed .”103 She w as to rn  b e tw e en  h e r  a t t ra c t io n  to  th is  co m p ellin g  n ew  

acq u a in tan ce  an d  h e r p e rso n a l crav ing  fo r em o tio n a l fu lfillm en t in m arriage, an d  h e r  

relig ious c o m m itm e n ts  and  fam ilial du ties. W h ile  she k n ew  in  h e r  h e a r t  she w a n te d  to  

m arry  J o h n , she n ee d ed  carefu lly  c o n s id e r  it. A c cep tin g  his p ro p o sa l m e a n t leav ing  b o th  

h e r  fam ily  an d  h e r ch u rch .

L ou isa  m ulled  over h e r  o p tio n s  th e  re s t  o f  th e  m o rn in g , m ask in g  h e r  in te rn a l 

a g ita tio n  w hile  “m ak ing  v isits  w ith  dear, d ea r b ro th e r .” I t  w as n o t  u n til “th e  evening , 

w hile  th e  fam ily  {m o th er an d  sib lings] w ere  a t {the E p isco p alian ] c h u rc h ” th a t  she  

te n ta tiv e ly  “to o k  an  o p p o r tu n ity  to  c o m m u n ica te  th e  im p o r ta n t c irc u m sta n ce  o f  th e  

m o rn in g , and  to  re q u es t {W illiam ’s] co u n se l.” T h e ir  m u tu a l em o tio n a l re ac tio n s  re flec ts  

th e  in te n s ity  o f  th e  b o n d  b e tw e en  th e  siblings: “W e  w ere  b o th  deep ly  a ffec te d  a t  th e

102 LMHC to Mary Barraud. This letter is accessioned as May 21,1821, but, like Urbach, I believe was 
actually sent May 14.
103 LM HC Diary, May 15, 1821.
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b are  id ea  o f  b e in g  sep a ra ted  &  fell on  each  o th e rs  necks & w e p t b i t te r ly .” L ouisa “begg’d 

h im  to  p ray  fo r m e, th a t  I m ig h t b e  g u id ed  arigh t, & in  all th ings d ire c te d  by th e  will o f  

m y sovereign  L o rd .”

L ouisa also fea red  losing  th e  g u id an ce  o f  h e r c h u rch  an d  th e  sa tis fac tio n  o f  

b en e v o le n t w o rk  in th e  fa r-o ff  iso la tio n  a t  B rem o. J u s t  over a y ea r b e fo re  she m e t J o h n , 

she h ad  re d e d ic a te d  h e rse lf  to  h e r  ch u rch . D e sp ite  h e r  c o n tin u e d  h o p e s  fo r a seco n d  

m arriage, she d ec la red  “I feel n o w  as i f  I  sh o u ld  be th e  m o s t p itia b le  c re a tu re  in  th e  

w orld  if  an y th in g  sh o u ld  ever seduce m e  to  leave m y dear, d ea r P re sb y te r ia n  ch u rch . I am  

u n ite d  to  it by  th e  s tro n g e s t ties, an d  I tru s t  n o th in g  b u t d e a th  w ill d issolve th e m .”104 

N o w  fo u r te e n  m o n th s  la te r, she faced  th e  d ilem m a o f  satisfy ing  h e r  h e a r t ’s desire  by  

m arry ing  an d  leave, o r  sac rific in g  th e  te m p o ra l h ap p in ess  she craved  in  favor o f  th e  

sp iritu a l an d  social s u p p o rt an d  s tim u la tio n  on  w h ich  she d ep e n d ed . W h ile  she 

co n sid e red  c o u n try  living “m o re  co n d u c iv e  to  a v irtu o u s life ,” she  h a d  in v es ted  m u ch  o f  

h e r energy  an d  id e n ti ty  in  th e  c ity ’s “o p p o r tu n itie s  o f  b e in g  m o re  actively  g o o d  an d  m ore  

ex tensively  u sefu l.”105

D e sp ite  h e r  y ea rn in g  fo r m a trim o n y , J o h n ’s p ro p o sa l fo rced  L ou isa  to  actually  

co n sid e r th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  b e c o m in g  a w ife, an d  she fo u n d  h e rse lf  w an tin g . She k n ew  

from  perv ious ex p e rien ce  th a t  m a in ta in in g  a sm all u rb an  h o u seh o ld  w as challenging , b u t  

h e r  p ro sp e c tiv e  n ew  p la n ta tio n  h o u seh o ld  c o n ta in e d  h a lf-a -d o zen  ch ild re n  an d  scores o f  

slaves. “N e v e r  d id  I feel such  a sense o f  m y w eakness, & u t te r  in ab ility  to  d ire c t m y ow n 

s tep s ,” she lam en ted . “T h e  d ifficu lties  & h igh  resp o n sib ilitie s  o f  th e  s ta tio n  w h ich  I am  

in v ited  to  fill, overw helm s m e w ith  co n sc io u sn ess  o f  m y in su ffic ien cy .” She k n ew  little  o f  

m o th e rin g , an d  w h ile  h e r b en e v o le n t w o rk  m ay have given h e r o rg a n iz a tio n a l experience , 

it h ad  n o t  p re p a re d  h e r  to  superv ise th e  sp iritu a l d ev e lo p m en t o f  an d  physica l p rov ision  

fo r J o h n ’s huge enslaved  w o rk fo rce . She vow ed  to  “look  to  th e  L o rd ...w h o  I  k n o w  can  

p re p a re  in  m e, p o o r  in sig n ifican t & vile as I am , to  be  an in s tru m e n t in  h is h a n d  o f  som e 

little  g o o d .”

104 LHMC Diary, March 16,1820
105 LMHC Diary, August 18, 1818
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L o u isa’s fam ily ex ace rb a ted  h e r do u b ts . T h e  16th w as “a very  sad day to ” Louisa. 

H e r  m o th e r , “w h o m  I have also acq u a in ted  w ith  m y se c re t ,” an d  W illia m  “w ere so m u ch  

d is tre sse d ,” w ith  W illia m  “scarcely  ea tin g  an y th in g ,” th a t  L ouisa “sec re tly  d e te rm in e d , i t  

w as an  in tim a tio n  o f  p ro v id en ce  how  I  w as to  a c t & th a t  i t  cou ld  n o t  b e  his w ill th a t  I 

m ak e  th o se  u n h a p p y  to  w h o m  I ow ed every th in g .” She in te rp re te d  h e r  fam ily’s 

u n h ap p in ess  w as a sign from  G o d  th a t  she sh o u ld  e n d  h e r  engagem en t. W h ile  fam ilial 

p o w e r w as n o  lo n g er ab so lu te  in  d irec tin g  w o m e n ’s m arriages, i t  w as ce rta in ly  pow erfu l; 

w o m en  co u ld  be  in flu en ced  in  th e  sam e m an n er th e y  in flu en ced  o th e rs , th ro u g h  

e m o tio n . L ou isa w as p e rh ap s  especially  su scep tib le  to  th is  in d ire c t p re ssu re  b ecau se  she 

so u g h t to  in te rp re t  ev ery th in g  w ith  a p ro v id e n tia l fram ew ork , co n s ta n tly  lo o k in g  fo r 

o u tw ard  a ffirm a tio n s  o f  h e r  dec isions an d  feelings.

L o u isa’s resolve w as sho rt-lived . “In  th e  even ing  how ever, w e h ad  th e  p leasu re  o f

m y d ea r M r F lith ia n s ’s com pany , M r M . R o b in so n , & __,” she re co rd e d  in  h e r  d iaiy .

“T h is  la s t [John] w as so am iable, so every  th in g  m y h e a rt co u ld  desire , to  considerab ly  

shake th e  re so lu tio n  I h ad  fo rm e d  prev iously .” In  th e  en d , L ou isa’s desire  fo r  p e rso n a l 

fu lfillm en t o v e rro d e  h e r  fam ily’s d isapproval. T h e  fac t th a t  Louisa, so clearly  c o m m itte d  

to  v ision  o f  C h ris tia n  fem in in e  subm issiveness and  fam ilial duty , w ou ld  p riv ilege h e r 

e m o tio n a l fu lfillm en t over h e r  fam ily’s s tro n g  w ishes suggests th a t  th e  co m p an io n a te  

ideal w as o f  in creasin g  im p o rtan ce  d u rin g  h e r  life tim e . T h e  fac t th a t  h e r  f irs t m arriage 

appears to  have b e e n  largely b ro k e re d  by  h er b ro th e r  d esp ite  req u irin g  h e r  to  sacrifice 

th e  p leasu res o f  y o u th fu l sociab ility  im plies th a t  h e r  a t t i tu d e s  h ad  in d e e d  ch an g ed  du ring  

h e r  years o f  w id o w h o o d .

T h e  n e x t few  days w ere  joyfully busy  as L ou isa w o rk e d  to  in te g ra te  J o h n  m o re  

co m p le te ly  in to  h e r  life an d  feelings. By M ay 20, she w as tak in g  co m m u n io n  w ith  h er 

sisters, som e friends, an d  “shall I n o t  say it? h im , w ho  I lo o k  fo rw ard  to  b e  th e  p a r tn e r  o f  

m y fu tu re  days, all p a r ta k e rs  a t th e  feast o f  J e s u s ’ love!” L ou isa  w as th rille d  b y  th e  

p ro s p e c t o f  m any  fu tu re  co m m u n io n s  w ith  h e r  h u sb an d  a n d  n ew  fam ily, s tren g th en in g  

an d  en rich in g  th e  fa ith  o f  all. T h e  n ex t “h ap p y  day” w as “s p e n t in  th e  so c ie ty  o f  th a t  d ea r
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new  fr ie n d  w h o m  P ro v id en ce  in  th e  riches o f  his b o u n ty  has recen tly  g iven m e, &  for 

w h o m  I shall have cause to  b less his nam e, th ro u g h o u t e te rn ity .” L ouisa finally  fe lt th a t  

G o d  h ad  delivered  to  h e r w h a t she m o s t w an ted , d esp ite  h e r  u n w o rth in ess .

H e r  feelings w ere  still su sp ec t, how ever. She c o n tin u ed , “O , th a t  th e  sw eetness 

and  p rec io u sn ess  o f  th e  g ift, m ay  n o t lead  m e to  fo rg e t th e  G iver!” She o ften  w o rried  

p rivate ly , an d  so m etim es  to  J o h n , th a t  h e r  feelings fo r h im  b o rd e re d  in  ido la try . A s she 

h ad  b e fo re  h e r  m arriage, L ou isa  stro v e  to  en su re  th a t  ev e ry th in g  sh e  d id  an d  fe lt 

advanced  G o d ’s w ill an d  k e p t  H im  as th e  focus. In  early  J u n e , L ouisa co n fid e d  to  h e r  

d iary  th a t  receiv ing  a le t te r  fro m  J o h n  m ad e  h e r  “a lm o st to o  h ap p y ” -  she even fo rg o t 

th e  d read fu l p ro sp e c t o f  leaving h e r  b e lo v ed  N o rfo lk .106 She feared  fo rg e ttin g  G o d  even 

m ore; J e a n  F ried m an  has fo u n d  th a t  “[fle a r o f  ido la try , o r  love o f  an  ind iv idua l above 

G o d , served  to  ch e ck  to o  d e p e n d e n t a m arita l re la tio n ” am ong  evangelicals.107 L ouisa 

c o n s tan tly  b ro u g h t h e rse lf  b a c k  to  G o d  in  diary, co n s is ten tly  co n n e c tin g  P ro v id en ce  to  

h e r fo r tu n e  in fin d in g  J o h n . “C an  I b e  su ffic ien tly  th an k fu l fo r having  b e e n  th o u g h t 

w o rth y  su ch  a heart{ ,] so e leva ted  by th e  p u re s t  &  m o st h o n o u ra b le  sen tim en ts !” she 

a sked  h e rse lf  on  one occasion . R ep ea ted ly  she im p lo red , “L o rd  m ake  m e w o rth y  o f  such  

a b less in g .”108

W h ile  th e  usual p rayers an d  re q u es ts  fo r  div ine ass is tan ce  co n tin u e d  in  h e r  diary, 

L ou isa’s to n e  changed . She n o t  lo n g e r fe lt e m p ty  an d  sad  b u t  filled h e r  d iary  each  day 

w ith  exp ressions o f  e m o tio n a l d e lig h t an d  p ro v id en tia l b lessedness. She n o w  h a d  an 

im m e d ia te  goal to  an im a te  her: to  ready  h e rs e lf  fo r h e r  n ew  resp o n sib ilitie s  a t  B rem o. 

O n  th e  23rd, she g u sh ed  in  h e r  diary, “In  th e  even ing  m y g o o d  fr ien d  g lad d en ed  m e w ith  

his p re sen ce , having  b ee n  a b se n t tw o  days... H is  ten d e rn ess  &  k in d n ess  im p resses m y 

h e a r t  m o s t sensib ly .” J o h n ’s w o rth in ess  an d  e s te e m  c o n tin u e d  to  in sp ire  L ouisa to  strive  

to  b e t te r  herself, m ak ing  h e r  “feel I sh o u ld  be  b u t  to o  h ap p y  in  en d eav o u rin g  to  m e rit  

his e s tee m  & affec tio n , w ith  w h ich  h e  has h o n o re d  m e .” L ou isa w o u ld  co n tin u a lly  re tu rn

106 LM HC Diary, June io , 1821
107 Jean E. Friedman, The Enclosed Garden: Women and Community in the Evangelical South, 1830-1900 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1985) 35
108 LMHC Diary, June 8, 1821
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to  th is  new , m o re  specific  e f fo r t  -  she  so u g h t n o t  only  to  im p ro v e  h e rse lf  as a C h ris tia n  

fo r th e  sake o f  G o d , b u t  also to  im p ro v e  h e rse lf  sp iritually  and  socially to  b e  a su itab le  

w ife an d  s tep m o th e r.

W h e n  th e  tim e  cam e fo r J o h n  to  re tu rn  to  B rem o, L ouisa t r ie d  to  see a b e n e fit  in  

th e  p ro s p e c t o f  sep a ra tio n  b y  re m in d in g  h e rse lf  o f  h e r  n e e d  to  im prove. “I shall feel h is 

ab sen ce  b u t  to o  severely ,” she  ad m itte d , “b u t  I shall en d eav o u r to  im p ro v e  th e  tim e  to  

th e  b e s t possib le  acco u n t, th a t  o f  re n d e rin g  m yself m o re  w o rth y  o f  h im .” She a d a p te d  

h e r  system  o f  a cco u n tin g  fo r h e r  tim e  sp e n t in  C h ris tian  ch a rity  to  p re p a rin g  h e rse lf  fo r 

m o th e rin g  an d  m anag ing  th e  h o u seh o ld  a t B rem o. She k n ew  she w o u ld  n e e d  th e  tim e, 

fo r “w h en  I th in k  o f  th e  h ig h  re sp o n sib le  s ta tio n  I  shall b e  called  to  o ccu p y  w ith  th e  

m any  new  & u n tr ie d  d u ties  w h ich  will devolve u p o n  m e, have I n o t  en o u g h  to  s tim u la te  

m e to  d iligence in  im p ro v in g  th e  s h o r t  space th a t  m ay b e  allow ed fo r  m e  to  p re p a re  fo r 

th e  g re a t change!”

She reco g n ized  th a t  “th e  g re a t ch a n g e” was “th a t  ev en t w h ich  m u s t in flu en ce  so 

m ateria lly  m y fu tu re  d es tin y  &  th a t  p e rh ap s  n o t  on ly  fo r th is  w orld  b u t  fo r th a t  w h ich  is 

to  c o m e .”109 A c tin g  as m o th e r  to  six ch ild ren  an d  a C h ris tia n  m istress  to  o v er a h u n d re d  

slaves w ou ld  b e  h e r  g re a te s t  sp iritu a l cha llenge an d  th e  u ltim a te  o p p o r tu n ity  to  fulfill h e r 

v ision  o f  C h ris tia n  w o m an h o o d . She co u ld  finally b eco m e  th e  ideal w o m an  h e r  b e lo v ed  

R ev e ren d  R ice h ad  d esc rib ed , y e t she  fea red  she w as u n re ad y  an d  u n w o rth y  o f  such  a 

v a u n ted  p o sitio n .

L ouisa an d  J o h n ’s m u tu a l a t t ra c t io n  h ad  rap id ly  in te n s if ie d  in to  a love th a t  fo u n d  

ra p tu ro u s  ex p ressio n  in  th e  le tte rs  th e y  exchanged  a f te r  J o h n  le ft N o rfo lk  a t  th e  e n d  o f  

M ay. O n  th e  26th, J o h n  w as w ritin g  L ou isa  as h e  trave led  to w ard s h is  p la n ta tio n . H e  to o  

ex p ressed  co n c e rn  a b o u t ido latry : “O h  m y beloved  L ouisa, y o u  have o p e n ’d to  m y view  

such  as e n c h an tin g  p ro sp e c t o f  e a rth ly  h ap p in ess , as I  fear will co n fin e  m y th o u g h ts  to o  

m u ch  to  th is  ‘d im  sp o t w h ich  m en  call E a r th ! .] ’ W e  m u st n o t  p e rm it  ourselves to  carry  

o u r a n tic ip a tio n s  o f  te m p o ra l fe lic ity  to o  fa r,” h e  co n cu rred . H e  w as th an k fu l to  have

109 LMHC Diary, July 14,1821.
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such  a p io u s p a r tn e r  as L ouisa, w h o m  “I  m u st m ain ly  re ly  u p o n ... fo r  ass is tan ce .” B o th  

J o h n  an d  L ouisa saw  in th e  o th e r  a gu ard ian  o f  th e ir  sp iritu a l w elfare.

J o h n ’s v ision  o f  h is fu tu re  w ife p e rfec tly  cap tu res  th e  essence an d  m u ch  o f  th e  

d e ta il o f  th e  co m p a n io n a te  ideal. H e  en v is io n ed  e m o tio n a l fu lfillm en t, h o u seh o ld  

industry , and  C h ris tia n  benevo lence . J o h n ’s v ision  was p a rtic u la rly  expansive, how ever, 

due h is u n u su a l view s a b o u t slavery. L ou isa w ou ld  w o rk  n o t  on ly  fo r  th e  u p lif t  o f  w h ites  

in  th e  co m m u n ity , b u t  also th e  sco res o f  slaves w h o  lab o re d  o n  J o h n ’s p la n ta tio n .

L o n g -d is tan ce  d isc losure  w as n ecessary  to  c e m e n t an d  su sta in  th e ir  affec tio n . O n  

M ay  28, he  e n tre a te d , “Y o u  m u st n o t  fail to  p o u r  o u t all y o u r h e a r t  to  m e .” A n  e n a m o red  

J o h n  fe lt n o  d e ta il was insign ifican t: “L e t m e re p e a t to  you, th a t  you  can  say n o th in g  b u t  

w h a t w ill be in te re s tin g  to  m e .” H is  usual se lf-co n tro l w as failing  h im , h e  confessed ; he 

fo u n d  “i t  b ey o n d  m y p o w e r to  m a in ta in  th e  re so lu tio n s  I  h ad  fo rm ’d fo r  th e  

G o v e rn m e n t o f  m y  th o u g h t in m y absence  fro m  you _  th e y  are  co n s ta n tly  re tu rn in g  to  

you and  dw elling  u p o n  th e  a n tic ip a tio n  o f  o u r final u n io n ,” he  d isc lo sed  to  her. 

U ltim a te ly  J o h n  em b ra c e d  his u n c h a ra c te r is tic  d is trac tio n : “Shall I en d eav o u r to  p u t  you 

away fro m  m y th o u g h ts?” he  asked  rhe to rica lly . “N o ,” h e  q u ip p ed , “fo r th e  w o u ’d b e  

> v io la tin g  th e  law, by  w h ich  we are o rd e r’d, to  ‘do  u n to  o th e r  as w e w o u ’d th ey  sh o u ’d  do 

u n to  u s .’”

J o h n  ex p e c ted  L ouisa to  fulfill th e  m oral an d  p ra c tic a l re sp o n sib ilitie s  o f  w ife, 

m o th e r , an d  m istress , en d o w in g  all o f  h e r  ac tiv itie s  w ith  a sp iritu a l im p era tiv e . O n  J u n e  

4 th he rh a p so d iz ed  a b o u t L ou isa’s supposed ly  n a tu ra l c ap ac ity  as a m o th e r . J o h n ’s h e a rt 

sw elled “w h e n  I p lace  you  b e fo re  m y m in d s eye as th e  C h ris tia n  M o th e r  o f  m y b ereav ed  

C h ild re n .” T h e  ideal R ep u b lican  M o th e r , “d irec tin g  th e  energ ies o f  y o u r cu ltiv a ted  m in d  

& d isc ip lin ed  h e a r t ,” L ou isa w ould  assure “th e ir  in te lle c tu a l ad v a n cem en t & th e ir  m o ra l 

& re lig ious im p ro v e m e n t by  [her] su p e r in te n d e n c e .” L ou isa  w o u ld  easily app ly  h e r  

n a tu ra l re lig iosity  an d  th e  b en e fits  o f  h e r  e d u c a tio n  an d  u p b rin g in g  in  “d iffusing  th e  

b en e fits  o f  an  en lig h te n e d  & e legan t aco n o m y  th r o ’ all th e  d e p a r tm e n ts  o f  a large 

h o u seh o ld ,” h e  effused . J o h n  n ea tly  co m p ressed  th e  en o rm o u s  lis t o f  ted io u s  tasks
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m istresses  p e rfo rm e d  o r  superv ised  an d  th e ir  struggle to  m anage slaves in to  a conc ise  

phrase: e n lig h ten ed  e leg an t e c o n o m y .110

J o h n  e n tru s te d  his c h ild re n ’s an d  his ow n sp iritu a l p rog ress to  Louisa. H e  w ro te  

on  Ju ly  Ist, th a t  w hile  she h ad  “b e e n  long  u n d e r  th e  d isc ip line  o f  C h ris tia n ity  an d  can  

speak  ex p e rim en ta lly  o f  y o u r o b ed ien ce  to  its  ho ly  in junctions!,}  I  am  b u t  in  m y 

n o v itia te .” H ave la te  b e e n  aro u sed  to  th e  tru th  o f  C h ris tian ity , J o h n  ex p e c ted  g u id an ce  

from  th e  lo n g er-aw ak en ed  Louisa. “G o d  can w itn ess  fo r m e, th a t  I look  to  y o u r aid  & 

su p p o rt in  k eep in g  m e in  th e  way o f  t ru th  & salvation  as th e  c h ie f  co n so la tio n  o f  m y 

fu tu re  life ,” he  to ld  her, a d m ittin g  th a t  he h ad  n o t  m ade fa ith  h is p rio rity . “W i th  th e  

d ee p es t co n sc io u sn ess o f  m an y  &  g re a t defec ts , I can only  p ro m ise , to  en d eav o u r to  

m ake m yself w o rth y  o f  a C h ris tia n  p a r tn e r  o f  m y joys & p a r tic ip a te r  o f  m y so rro w s.”

T h e  slaves, to o , w ou ld  be  u p lif ted  b y  L ou isa’s b en e v o le n t e ffo rts . “N o t  co n fin in g  

y o u rse lf t o ” h e r  ro le  as a m o th e r , L ouisa w ould  “[ex ten d ] y o u r e ffo rts  to  th e  am e lio ra tio n  

o f  th e  c o n d itio n  o f  th e  u n fo r tu n a te  race o f  h u m an  b e in g s” w ho  w o rk ed  th e  fields a t  

B rem o. J o h n  h ad  “o fte n  re p ro ac h ed  m yself_” fo r his “n eg lec t, he  ad m itte d , an d  seem ed  

re lieved  to  be  able delega te  th is  d em an d in g  task . H e  clearly  ex p e c ted  th a t  Louisa, like 

m o s t “en lig h te n e d ” p la n ta tio n  m istresses, w o u ld  a c cep t as h e r  specia l d u ty  th e  m o ra l and  

m ate ria l w elfare o f  slaves. A t B rem o , th is  m e a n t n o t  o n ly  superv ising  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  

c lo th in g , caring  fo r th e  sick  an d  in ju red , an d  o rgan iz ing  holidays, b u t  also w o rk in g  to  

C h ris tia n iz e  th e  slaves.111

L o u isa’s p o s itio n  as a m is tress  was obviously  co m p lic a te d  b y  h e r c o m m itm e n t to  

am elio ra tin g  slavery. M arli W e in e r  p o in ts  o u t th e  m ajo rity  o f  m istresses  so u g h t a 

co m p ro m ise  b e tw e e n  th e  d iffe ren ces  o f  race an d  th e  s im ilarities  o f  g en d er, an d  in c lu d ed  

b en e v o le n t t r e a tm e n t  o f  slaves as in teg ra l to  slaveho ld ing  d o m estic ity : “W o rk in g  closely  

to g e th e r  in  an  e n v iro n m e n t th a t  d efin ed  g e n d e r  d iffe ren ces  as a lm o st as s ign ifican t as

110 For a description of mistresses’ tasks on large plantation, see Clinton, The Plantation Mistress, ch. 2; 
Marli Weiner, Mistresses and Slaves: Plantation Women in South Carolina, 1830-80 (Urbana: University o f
Illinois Press, 1998), ch. 2; Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Planatation Household: Black and White 
Women o f the Old South (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1988), ch. 2. 
m JH C to LMHC, June 4,1821
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racial o n e s ,” she concludes, “m is tresses  an d  slaves w ere  co n s tan tly  fo rced  to  c o n fro n t 

b o th  th e ir  sim ilarities  an d  th e ir  d iffe ren ces .” I t  cou ld  hard ly  have b ee n  o th e rw ise  o n  th e  

m a jo rity  o f  p lan ta tio n s , fo r m o re  p eo p le  p re fe r  h a rm o n y  (or th e  illusion  o f  it) to  n ak e d  

aggression ; in d eed , th e  d o c trin e  o f  p a te rn a lism  th a t  n u r tu re d  w o m e n ’s b e n e v o le n t 

b eh a v io r was a system  th a t  su b m erg ed  b u t  d id  n o t  rem ove th e  rea lity  o f  w h ite  access to  

force.

R eco g n iz in g  th a t  class as w ell as race d ic ta te d  c ircu m stan ce , J o h n  e x p e c te d  th a t  

th e  w h ite  “p o o r  o f  th e  n e ig h b o u rh o o d ” w o u ld  also b en e fit fro m  L ou isa’s p io u s  effo rts . 

She w o u ld  u n d e r ta k e  “M in is try  to  th e  te m p o ra l w an ts  & aw aken ing  to  th e ir  m o ra l 

in te re s ts ,” c o n tin u in g  th e  ro u n d  o f  b e n e v o le n t visits she was ac cu sto m ed  to  in  N o rfo lk . 

J o h n  p e rh ap s  ov erlo o k ed  th e  social a sp e c t o f  v isiting  th e  A sylum , a tte n d in g  m ee tin g s  o f  

th e  F em ale  O rp h a n  Society , o r  d is tr ib u tin g  B ibles to  th e  c o u n try  p o o r. A ll o f  th e se  w ere 

ac tiv itie s  L ou isa p a r tic ip a te d  in a lo n g  w ith  o th e r  C h ris tia n  w om en , d raw ing  o n  th e m  fo r 

ex am p le  an d  a ffirm a tio n  o f  h e r  san c tific a tio n . A lone in  th e  co u n try , b en e v o le n t w o rk  

m ig h t seem  overw helm ing , u n ap p ea lin g , o r even  in tim id a tin g .112

“A n d  above all,” a t  th e  en d  o f  th e  day -  a f te r  m o th e rin g , m anag ing  th e  h o u seh o ld , 

an d  m in is te r in g  to  th e  slaves an d  n e ig h b o rs  -  J o h n  ex p ec ted  a share  o f  L o u isa’s a t te n t io n  

fo r  h im self. “[W lh a t  will p ro v e  m o s t fru itfu l o f  en jo y m en t to  m e ,” he a d m itte d , w o u ld  be 

“ind iv idually  receiv ing  daily ev idences o f  y o u r re tu rn in g  w ith  g ra te fu l in te re s t  all th e  

a ffec tio n  I b e s to w  u p o n  y o u .” I n  k ee p in g  w ith  th e  new  co m p an io n a te  idea l h e  w as 

a rticu la tin g , J o h n  e x p e c ted  e m o tio n a l m u tu a lity  as w ell as h o u seh o ld  in d u strio u sn ess . 

“O h! M ay  I n o t  co n fid e n tly  a n tic ip a te  th e  b lessings o f  H eav en  u p o n  o u r U n io n ?” h e  

a sk ed  b reath lessly . A t th e  sam e tim e , J o h n  ch arg ed  his b r id e - to -b e  w ith  reg u la tin g  his 

feelings. I f  she shou ld  “find  m y h e a r t  & m y affec tio n s ru n n in g  aw ay w ith  m e ,” J o h n  

in s tru c te d , “b e  th e n  m y G u a rd ia n  A ngel an d  rem in d  m e ” o f  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  p lacing  

h eaven ly  love fo r  G o d  above its  ea rth ly  c o u n te rp a r t .113 L ouisa w as env isioned , n o t  m ere ly  

as th e  “angel in  th e  h o u seh o ld ” b u t  as a v e r itab le  m oral fo rce  em an a tin g  fro m  w ith in  th e

112JH C  to LMHC, June 4,1821
113 John requested this in his letter o f May 26, 1821.
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ho u seh o ld , rad ia tin g  o v er th e  p la n ta tio n  a n d  it  env irons -  th e  g u a rd ian  angel o f  th e  

n e ig h b o rh o o d .

U n d e rs tan d ab ly , especially  in  lig h t o f  h e r orig inal co n cern s , L ou isa was 

app reh en siv e , an d  so u g h t to  re in  in  J o h n ’s ex p ec ta tio n s . She c o n tin u e d  to  see h e rse lf  as 

she had  befo re : in  h e r  le t te rs  as in  h e r  diary, she c o n s tru c te d  h e rse lf  as h e lp less  and  

in su ffic ien t. W h ile  h e r  c o rre sp o n d e n c e  reveals th e  h u m o r, w a rm th , an d  co m m o n  sense 

th a t  p ro b ab ly  m ade h e r a ttra c tiv e  to  J o h n , L ouisa co n tin u a lly  triv ia lized  o r  e lided  th e  

p ositive  a t tr ib u te s  she p o ssessed  an d  in s is te d  o n  h e r d ep e n d en ce  o n  G o d  an d  h e r  fu tu re  

h u sb an d . H e r  v ision  o f  h e rse lf  an d  h e r  m arita l p a r tn e rsh ip  w ith  J o h n  w as very  d iffe ren t 

from  his. She rep lied  to  th e  above le t te r  o n  th e  11th, “T h e  p ic tu re  you  have d raw n o f  yo u r 

fu tu re  co m p an io n  in  life, &  w ith  w h ich  you  have p a id  m e th e  h ig h  co m p lim e n t o f  

asso c ia tin g  m e, is su ch  an  o n e , as I fear, is b u t  very rarely  rea lized  in  o u r  fallen  w o rld .”

She c o n tin u e d  on  th is  to p ic  a t  len g th , te lling  h e r  “d ea r,” “it  w ill b e  sa lu tary  fo r you, & 

very con so lin g  to  m e, to  k n o w  you are p re p a re d  to  c o n te n t  y o u rse lf  w ith  m e in sp ite  o f  

m y h u n d re d  th o u sa n d  d efic ien c ies  & fau lts .”

L ouisa assu red  J o h n  th a t  h e r  insu ffic iency  was n o t  from  lack  o f  desire  to  p lease 

h im  -  “C ou ld  I  m ak e  m y se lf ju s t w h a t I w ould , th e n  I w ou ld  b e  exactly  & en tire ly  w h a t 

you  w ould  have m e b u t  th is  I k n o w  to  be u tte r ly  im possible!,}  every  day’s ex p erien ce  

p roves to  m e m y in su ffic ien cy  o f  m y self, fo r  any g o o d  th in g .” She w as even  g o ing  to  v isit 

a fr ie n d ’s farm  fo r  “som e u sefu l le sso n s” to  p re p a re  h e r  fo r  life o n  a p la n ta tio n . L ouisa 

assu red  J o h n  she w o u ld  be  “docile  an d  d esirous to  le a rn ,” b u t  ex p e c te d  she w ould  be  “n o t  

very  a p t .”” 4 She tr ie d  to  fram e  h e r  flaws in  te rm s  o f  sp iritu a lity  -  h e r  w eakness w ou ld  be 

a te s t  o f  J o h n ’s C h ris tia n  p a tie n c e  an d  resigna tion . “S o lom on  says,” she re m in d e d  h im , 

“‘W h o s o  f in d e th  a w ife f in d e th  a go o d  th in g , & a t ta in e th  favour o f  th e  L o rd .’ F ro m  

w hich , I th in k  m ay fairly b e  in fe rred , th a t  n o t  w h a t a m an  m ig h t b e  d isp o sed  to  th in k  a 

g o o d  w ife, b u t  ju st such  an  o n e  as th e  L o rd  is p leased  to  give h im , is th e  b e s t  in  th e  w orld  

fo r h im .” G o d , in  his in fin ite  w isdom , “m ig h t see b e s t to  give y o u  a peev ish , fretfu l,

1,4 LMH to JHC, June i, 1821



54

sco ld ing  th in g , th a t  w ould  n o w  & th e n  give you  a sc ra tc h  ju st to  p u t  you  in  rem em b ran ce  

th a t  th e  b liss o f  E d en  was n o t in te n d e d  fo r  you h e re .” T ru e  b liss co u ld  h ard ly  be 

e x p e c ted  o u ts id e  H eav en , she  argued , an d  so J o h n  shou ld  te m p e r  his ex p ec ta tio n s .

L ou isa’s le t te r  also im p lic itly  h ig h lig h ts  th e  g re a te r  tran s fo rm a tio n s  m arriage 

o f te n  req u ired  o f  w o m en  th a n  fro m  m en . In  a d d itio n  to  su ffe ring  fro m  “an  an x ie ty  to o  

pain fu l to  be  d escrib ed , a t  th e  th o u g h t o f  tak in g  u p o n  m yself d u tie s  w h ich  I am  

co n sc io u s I am  a lto g e th e r  u n q u a lified  to  fulfil [sic]” she fea red  th e  ch an g e  o f  scene. As a 

w ife, she had  to  fo llow  h e r h u sb an d , jo in in g  J o h n  in  a s tran g e  h o u seh o ld  full o f  new  

p eo p le  an d  tasks. T h e  th o u g h t o f  leaving N o rfo lk  trig g e red  “th e  to rm e n tin g  fear, th a t  I 

sh o u ld  g e t im m ersed  in  w orld ly  ca res” as a m o th e r  an d  p la n ta tio n  m istress . Iso la te d  a t 

B rem o , “d ep riv ed  o f  m any  relig ious advan tages, w h ich  I have h e re to fo re  en joyed ,” L ouisa 

was te rr if ie d  th a t  “I m ay a t la s t lose all th e  co m fo r ts  & co n so la tio n s  o f  re lig io n .”” 5

L o u isa’s in secu ritie s  w ere  n o t  assuaged  by  J o h n ’s reassu ran ces an d  reassertions.

In  m id-Ju ly  she m ask ed  h e r an x ie ty  w ith  h u m o r, in fo rm in g  J o h n  th a t  w h ile  “I am  grieved  

to  say o r do  any th in g  in  th e  w o rld  th a t  is u n p leasin g  to  you ... I  d o n ’t  in te n d  to  m ak e you 

a single p ro m ise  o f  a m e n d m e n t.” L ouisa re co g n ized  th a t  even h e r  b e s t e f fo r t w o u ld  be 

in su ffic ien t, “because  I fear I shall never b e  able to  equal h a lf  th e  e x p e c ta tio n s  you have 

already  fo rm e d  o f  m e_  P o o r  h e lp less th in g  th a t  I am !” She w o rr ied  th a t  J o h n  

m isu n d e rs to o d  o r  o v e re s tim a te d  h e r  p ie ty . She m arv e led  “T h a t  ever yo u  sh o u ld  th in k  I 

h ad  ‘red u ced  m y h e a r t  to  o rd e r  by  th e  ascen d an cy  o f  m y R elig ion !’ Y o u  sh o u ld  tak e  a 

p eep  in to  it  fo r  th is  la s t tw o m o n th s . Y ou  w ould  to o  surely  see I  have b ee n  serv ing  

so m e th in g  else besides th e  C re a to r .” Y e t again  she a t te m p te d  to  c o r re c t J o h n ’s rosy  

v ision o f  her. She co n fessed  on  a few  days la te r, on  Ju ly  17th, “I  feel less &  less like a 

h e ro in e  as th e  tim e  [o f  th e  w ed d in g ] ap p ro ach es. Y o u  m u st b e a r  w ith  m e as w ell as you 

can .”

S e ttin g  th e  w ed d in g  d a te  its e lf  w as a so u rce  of, n o t  necessarily  co n flic t, b u t  

ce rta in ly  d e b a te  b e tw e en  th e  lovers. J o h n  w as anxious to  re tu rn  to  N o rfo lk  as so o n  as he

L M H C  to  JH C , June 1 , 1 8 2 1
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co u ld  m anage, m a n y  th e  fo llow ing  day, an d  leave th e  nex t. I n  re sp o n se  to  a sch em e he 

p ro p o se d  to  b e  w ed  sh o rtly  a f te r  Ju ly  4 th, L ou isa  rep lied  th a t  h is p lan  “flu s te red  m e  no  

little . I t  is so m u ch  so o n er th a n  I ca lcu la ted  u p o n , th a t  I  really  c a n n o t m ake up  m y m in d  

to  c o n s e n t to  it. N o w  if  [you] shou ld  fo r o n e  m o m e n t indu lge a su sp ic io n  th a t  I  am  n o t  

anx iously  d esirous to  see you, you will do m e th e  g re a te s t in ju stice  to  th e  w orld . B u t fo r 

m any  reasons ... I  m u st req u est y o u r v isit m ay be  a few  days later. Y o u  k n o w  w e [w om en] 

are always allow ed to  d irec t th is  affair, as b e in g  th e  las t ac t in w h ich  was are in d u lg ed  to  

use o u r  lib e rty  So I have arran g ed  i t  th u s , i f  you  have no  very  g rea t o b jec tio n . Y o u  shall 

b e  d ow n  th e  4 th S ab b a th  in  Ju ly  w h ich  is th e  22d[;] T u esd ay  th e  24th I w ill resign  m y se lf 

to  you[;] & T h u rsd a y  th e  26th I shall b e  read y  to  go  w h e rev e r you  w ish  m e .”

H o w ev er, L ouisa h ad  fo rg o tte n  she h ad  p ro m ise d  h e r  fr ie n d  an d  m e n to r  

R ev eren d  D r. R ice  th a t  he w ould  b e  th e  o n e  to  m arry  h er, an d  w ro te  J o h n  th a t  “surely 

p eo p le  w e re  n ev e r in  such  a d ilem m a b e fo re .” She h astily  reso lved  to  try  to  have b o th  

J o h n  a n d  th e  p re a c h e r arrive th e  n ex t day by  s team  b o a t, w h ich  seem ed  im p ro b ab le , o r 

to  arrive th e  fo llow ing Sunday. “S o m ew h at to  m y su rp rise  & co n fu s io n ,” she co n f id e d  to  

h e r  d iary  th e  n ex t day, J o h n  “arrived  in  th e  even ing  a sh o r t  tim e a f te r  I had  g o t h o m e, 

b rin g in g  o u r d ea r D r. R _  w ith  h im .” E v ery th in g  w as “a rran g ed  b efo re  he  left m e, fo r o u r  

n u p tia ls  to  b e  solem nized[?J a t  10 o ’c lo ck  on  th e  fo llow ing  day.”

T h e  im p ro m p tu  ce rem o n y  w e n t o ff  w ell, d esp ite  L ou isa’s fears; she re c o rd e d  th e  

n e x t day: “A f te r  friends b e in g  assem bled , I  was u n ite d  to  G en . C _ a t  10 th is  m o rn in g . 

Every th in g  co n sp ire d  to  encourage  & su p p o r t  m e  u n d e r  th is  try ing  e v e n t.” D e sp ite  th e  

h as tin ess  o f  th e  arran g em en ts , th e  “p re sen ce  o f  o u r d ea r D r. R__ &  m any  d ea r re la tio n s  & 

friends, th e  co m p ara tiv e  co m p o su re  o f  d ea r b ro th e r  &  m o th e r , & above all th e  h igh  

d eg ree  o f  co n fid e n ce  I fe lt in  th e  o b jec t o f  m y ch o ice , u n ite d  to  k eep  m e calm  & 

ch eerfu l, th o ’ w ith  th e  n ea r p ro s p e c t o f  b e in g  se p a ra te d  fro m  all th a t  h ad  b e e n  so  lo n g  

d ea r to  m e .” E v id en tly  W illia m  an d  H e le n  h ad  re sig n ed  them selves to  losing  L ou isa  as 

she h ad  read ied  h e rse lf  to  leave th em ; p e rh a p s  W illia m  even  c o n se n te d  to  give h e r  away.
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T h e  n ex t day, L ou isa  w as “called  to  th e  p a in fu l ta sk  o f  p a r tin g  fro m  m y dear 

m o th e r  b ro th e r  & o th e r  frien d s b u t  h o w  sh o u ld  I p ra ise m y H eav en ly  F a th e r  fo r all th a t  

co m fo r t & co n so la tio n  w h ich  was so ab u n d an tly  a ffo rd ed  m e!” T h e y  trav e led  firs t to  

M o u n t P leasan t, J o h n ’s b ro th e r-in -la w ’s p la n ta tio n  in Surry, and  c o n tin u e d  v is itin g  

friends an d  rela tive along  th e  w ay .116 I t  was n o t  u n til th e  seco n d  o f  A u g u st th a t  sh e  “I 

h ad  th e  p leasure  o f  seeing  B rem o  th e  S ea t o f  m y dear, w h ere  I am{?} to  co m m en c e  th e  

d u ties  o f  so m any  & n ew  re la tio n s .”

D e sp ite  h e r  fears o f  re je c tio n  an d  em b arrassm en t, h e r  six s tep ch ild re n  g re e te d  

h e r cordially . “W h a t  sen sa tio n s  filled  m y b re a s t as I fo ld ed  th e  d ea r li tt le  ch ild re n  to  

{my] h e a r t ,” she happ ily  to ld  h e r  diary. “M ay  G o d  m ake m e  in  any deg ree  usefu l to  th em . 

I w as m o s t k in d ly  & a ffec tio n a te ly  reed , b y  all th e  h o u seh o ld  {the ch ild re n , overseers, 

an d  178 slaves], & fe lt th a t  I co u ld  n o t  be  g ra te fu l enough  fo r all th e  g o o d n ess  o f  m y 

H eaven ly  F a th e r .” L ouisa w as feeling  positive . “I find  every th in g  th a t  I  cou ld  reasonab ly  

desire  to  m ake m e h ap p y ,” she w ro te , e n u m era tin g  h e r blessings. She h a d  “th e  k in d e s t & 

b e s t  o f  F rien d s {John], d u tifu l & a ffec tio n a te  ch ild ren , g o o d  & fa ith fu l servan ts, a 

spacious dw elling, w ith  o n e  o f  th e  f in e s t p ro sp e c ts  im ag inab le ,” o v erlo o k in g  th e  Ja m e s  

R iv er.117 She and  J o h n  w ere  c o n f id e n t o f  th e ir  fu tu re  h app iness, re a rin g  his ch ild ren  in  an  

en v iro n m e n t o f  C h ris tia n  b en ev o len ce  an d  p e rfo rm in g  g o o d  w o rk s  fo r th e  slaves an d  

local w h ites. As th ey  se ttle d  in  fo r  th e ir  f irs t  n ig h t to g e th e r  a t B rem o , b o th  fe lt 

c o n f id e n t th ey  h ad  successfully  ch o sen  th e  ideal co m p an io n . Sadly, th e ir  tran q u ility  was 

short-lived .

"6 LHMC Diary, July 20,1821; see also entries for July 22, 24, 25, 28, 30, 31, August 1,1821. On the slave 
population, see Coyner, 86-87.
17 LMHC Diary, August 2,1821.
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Conclusion: “I am becoming better contented with home scenes and home 
duties” -  Ideal & Reality in the Cockes* Marriage, 1821-1843

L ouisa re c o rd e d  th e  above o b se rv a tio n  in  h e r  d iary  a t th e  e n d  o f  D e c e m b e r  

1836.118 J o h n ’s v ision  o f  h e r  e ffo rtlessly  “d iffusing  th e  b en e fits  o f  an  e n lig h te n e d  & 

e legan t aco n o m y  th ro ’ all th e  d e p a rtm e n ts  o f  a large h o u seh o ld ” had , as sh e  h ad  feared , 

p ro v ed  to o  lofty . A fte r  fif tee n  years o f  m arriage, she h ad  finally  a c c e p te d  B rem o  as 

hom e, b u t  c o n tin u e d  to  w restle  w ith  h e r  feelings o f  loss, iso la tio n , an d  re se n tm e n t. She 

w as still p lagued  by  a sense o f  failure. B efore she m e t J o h n , she fe lt in su ffic ien t b ecau se  

she was u n ab le  to  b eco m e  a w ife; since th ey  h ad  w ed, she la m e n te d  she w as u n ab le  to  be 

th e  ideal wife.

S hortly  a f te r  she arrived, L ou isa began  to  realize th e  en o rm o u s  sacrifice she had  

m ade in  leaving N o rfo lk . She q u e ried  in  h e r  d iary  o n  Ju ly  28th, “W h y  sh o u ld  it b e  so, th a t  

I m u s t leave all th ese , m y d ea r friend?” She qu ick ly  re m in d e d  h e rse lf  o f  h e r  g re a t gain: 

“B ut th e n  I th o u g h t o f  m y very d ea r h u sb an d , & fe lt h o w  u n g ra te fu l I sh o u ld  be  to  

indulge in  m u rm u rin g  th o u g h ts .”” 9 H e r  e ffo rts  to  m ake n ew  frien d s w ere  im p ed ed  by th e  

d em an d s o f  h e r  tim e , th e  d is tan ce  b e tw een  resid en ces, an d  th e  “d e a r th  o f  sub jec ts  w h ich  

th e  c o u n try  a ffo rd s .”120 T h e  few  c lo sed  friends she m a in ta in ed  o r  m ad e  w ere  only ab le to  

v is it fo r  b rie f, h ap p y  p e rio d s  b ecau se  o f  th e ir  ow n d o m estic  ob ligations.

L ou isa h e rse lf  was largely o ccu p ied  b y  h o u seh o ld  du ties, b u t fo u n d  little  

sa tis fac tio n  in  th em . E ven a f te r  she m as te re d  th e  p la n ta tio n  ro u tin e , she  p e rfo rm e d  it  

joylessly. “T o  b e  tied  d ow n  to  th is  b a rre n  p lace ,” she co m p la in ed  w h e n  she once  again  

had  to  dec line  an  o ffe r  to  v isit frien d s, “is m o s t try in g .”121 W h e n  a “d e lig h tfu l to u r  to  

N iag a ra  & th e  lak es” w as can ce led  due to  a c h o le ra  o u tb re a k , she  sig h ed  th a t  th ey  “m u st 

d rudge th ro u g h  th e  sam e scenes as fo rm ers o n es .”122 She d read ed  th e  ro le  o f  h o stess , 

always b re a th in g  a sigh o f  re lie f  w h e n  J o h n ’s frien d s an d  bu sin ess  p a r tn e rs  d ep a rted .

118 LM HC Diary, December 28,1836.
119 LMHC Diary, July 28,1821.
120 LMHC Diary, December 12,1822.
121 LM HC Diary J u ly  28, 1833.
122 LMHC Diary, June 23,1832.
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M u ch  as she lam en ted  h e r  iso la tion , she  d e te s te d  w orld ly  co m p an y  an d  th e  d em an d s o f  

h o sp ita lity  m o re .

T h e  ted iu m  an d  iso la ted  w as e x a ce rb a ted  by  th e  lack  o f  regu lar services in  th e  

co u n try . T h e  m u lti-d e n o m in a tio n a l m ee tin g  h ouse J o h n  b u ilt in  1828 w as m o re  th an  

tw elve m iles away, an d  she was o fte n  p re v e n te d  fro m  a tte n d in g  due to  h ea t, rain , o r 

J o h n ’s d is in te re s t  o r  d isapproval. L ou isa  lam e n te d  th e  m an y  “s ilen t S ab b a th s” she sp en t 

a lone w ith  h e r  B ible. J o h n  p ro v ed  less in te re s te d  in  his p e rso n a l re lig ion  th a n  she had  

h o p ed ; h is  ch ild ren  w ere  already  to o  o ld  to  be  m u ch  in flu en c ed  by h e r an d  clung  to  th e ir  

g overness. H e  freq u en tly  sp e n t his Sundays o rg an iz in g  secu la r re fo rm s, an d  to  L ou isa’s 

h o rro r, th e  services he  p re fe rre d  w ere cam p m ee tin g s , c h a ra c te r iz e d  in  h e r m in d  by 

“illite ra te  p reach in g , false d o c trin e , an d  noisy  w o rsh ip .”123

D e sp ite  his d isap p o in tin g  lack o f  p erso n a l o bservance , J o h n  co llab o ra ted  w ith  L ou isa 

o n  a m ajo r b e n e v o le n t w ork , th e  task  o f  C h ris tia n iz in g  h is slaves. J o h n  b u ilt a slave 

ch ap el in  1826, an d  L ouisa d iligen tly  led  a Sunday school, as she h ad  d one  in  N o rfo lk . 

L ouisa u rg e d  h im  to  c rea te  an “In fa n t  S choo l” as well, an d  h e lp ed  h im  to  se lec t an d  

superv ise th e  N o r th e rn  teach ers . B o th  en v is io n ed  e d u c a tin g  an d  en lig h ten in g  th e ir  

“d e p e n d e n ts ” an d  re tu rn in g  th e m  to  A frica. A lth o u g h  th e ir  e ffo rts  y ie ld ed  few 

co n v ersio n s an d  few er co lo n is ts , i t  gave th e m  a v ita l m u tu a l in te re s t  fo r  m any  years. 

W h ile  J o h n  h ire d  an d  fired  th e  teac h e rs  an d  p reach e rs , L ouisa p o u re d  h e r energy  in to  

teac h in g  slave ch ild ren  to  read  and  w rite  an d  in cu lca tin g  basic  C h ris tia n  p rincip les. I t  

w as h e r  m ajo r so u rce  o f  sa tisfac tio n , h e r “b e s t  o p p o r tu n ity  to  serve m y R e d e e m e r.”124 As 

U rb a c h  p o in ts  o u t, th e  schoo ls w ere  largely fo r L o u isa ’s b en e fit; th ey  g a rn e red  few  

c o m m itte d  co n v e rts . “T h e  slaves’ needs, ill-d e fin ed ,” U rb a c h  n o tes , “w ere  always 

seco n d ary ” to  L ou isa’s m o re  a b s tra c t ideals an d  p e rso n a l g o als .125

D e sp ite  th e ir  co m m o n  goals, J o h n  an d  L o u isa ’s m arriag e  w as ch a rac te rized  by  

fr ic tio n  an d  re se n tm e n t. J o h n  trav e led  freq u en tly  w ith  li tt le  c o n s id e ra tio n  fo r L ou isa’s

123 LM HC Daiiy, July 29,1830.
124 LM HC Diary, May 24, 1834.
125 Urbach, “God and Man,” 451.



59

loneliness, usually in sistin g  she stay  a t  h o m e  to  m anage d o m estic  affairs. T o  assuage h er 

lo n eso m en ess , L ouisa w ro te  h im  freq u en tly  an d  a t leng th . U rb a ch  d esc rib es  h e r  m issives 

as “eag er b u t  aw kw ard  an d  ap o lo g e tic  in th e ir  a tte m p ts  a t in tim acy .”126 She lis te d  th e  

m y riad  an n o y an ces  an d  p ro b lem s h is ab sen ce  caused  her, co n fessed  h e r  co n c e rn s  a b o u t 

th e  ch ild re n  an d  slaves, e n tre a te d  h im  to  re tu rn  as soon  as possib le , an d  b eg g ed  h im  to  

reply. T h e ir  in tim acy , largely fo rged  th ro u g h  le tte rs  a f te r  a b r ie f  a c q u a in tan ce , req u ired  

c o n tin u e d  e f fo rt to  m a in ta in  and  en large -  an  e ffo rt J o h n  was increasing ly  to o  b usy  fo r 

an d  in  w h ich  he was less an d  less in te re s te d .

As tire so m e  as L ou isa’s n eed in e ss  w as, J o h n , a sharp  an d  s te m  ind iv idual, fo u n d  h e r 

fre q u e n t te m p e r  m o re  try ing. L ou isa  w re s tle d  m igh tily  w ith  anger, th a t  m o s t u n fe m in in e  

o f  tra its . O f te n  she lo st, fin d in g  h e rse lf  sp eak in g  b ack  to  J o h n , w h o se  re b u k e  w o u ld  send  

h e r  to  h e r  ro o m  in  tears. D e sp ite  h e r  b e s t  e ffo rts , L ouisa h ad  to  con fess th a t  w ife ly  

su b m issio n  “was so fo reign  fro m  m y n a tu ra l d isp o s itio n .”127 She was also c o n s ta n tly  

f ru s tra te d  by th e  slaves, find ing  fau lt w ith  th e ir  tasks, v en tin g  h e r ire  o n  w h o m ev e r 

ap p ea red  to  b e  th e  cause o f  h e r  annoyance . She inev itab ly  re g re tte d  h e r  rash n ess  an d  

usually  apo log ized  to  w h o m ev e r she h ad  sn ap p ed .

L ou isa  w as o f te n  vexed  by  J o h n ’s d isreg ard  o f  h e r  relig ious c o m m itm e n t. M o re  

try in g  th a n  h is absence w as J o h n ’s g ro w in g  d is tru s t o f  L ou isa’s fa ith , w h ic h  U rb a c h  

argues h e  saw  as in  co n flic t w ith  h e r  loyalty  to  h im  as h e r  h u sb an d . H e  freq u en tly  

d em an d e d  she stay  h o m e fro m  serv ice fo r  triflin g  reasons an d  fo rb id  h e r  to  a t te n d  th e  

Synods an d  m eetin g s she so en joyed  b e fo re  h e r  m arriage. A fte r  o n e  especia lly  bad  

a rg u m en t, L ouisa asked  G o d  in  angu ish , “w h y  am  I tr ie d  in  m y desire  to  w o rsh ip  th e e  in  

th a t  m o d e  w h ich  m y h ea rt an d  co n sc ien ce  m o s t approve?”128

D e sp ite  th e ir  a t te m p ts  to  fo rge a lasting , w o rk ab le  in tim acy  th ro u g h o u t th e ir  

c o u rtsh ip , L ouisa an d  J o h n  cam e in to  co n flic t over som e o f  th e  th in g s th ey  th o u g h t 

u n p ro b lem a tic : em o tio n a l m u tu a lity  an d  re lig ious faith . L ou isa’s v ision  o f  a close

126 Urbach, “God and Man,” 178
127 LM HC, October 16,1832
128 LMHC, November 14,1841; Urbach, “God and Man,” 158-164
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re la tio n sh ip  ch a ra c te r iz e d  by  m u tu a l sp iritu a l an d  em o tio n a l d ep e n d en ce  w as th w a rte d  

by  J o h n ’s d is in c lin a tio n  to  w o rsh ip , h is f req u en t travels, a n d  h is c irc u m sc rip tio n  o f  h e r 

social w orld . J o h n , to o , was d isap p o in ted  in  h is h o p es fo r a ch ee rfu l h e lp -m e e t to  help  

raise h is ch ild ren  an d  sm o o th ly  m anage th e  h o u seho ld . L o u isa’s p lea  fo r len iency  in th e  

face o f  his lo fty  ideal w e n t u n h eed ed . E ach  m isu n d e rs to o d  th e  o th e r ’s n eed s an d  desires, 

d esp ite  d raw ing  o n  a sim ilar vocabu lary  o f  s e n tim e n t an d  C h ris tia n ity . L ouisa clung  to  an 

o ld er v ision  o f  m arriage c h a rac te rized  by  m ale sp iritu a l an d  m o ra l a u th o r ity  th a t  m ore  

o fte n  n ec e ss ita te d  m e n ’s p re sen ce  in  th e  hom e. J o h n , o n  th e  o th e r  hand , em b raced  

en tire ly  th e  n ew  vision  o f  fem ale m oral au th o rity  and  g row ing  d o m estic  au to n o m y , 

w h ich  h e  saw  as v ita l to  his m an ag em en t o f  h is  m any  in te re s ts .

T h e  u n h ap p y  o u tc o m e  o f  th e  C o ck es’ m arriage  suggests th e  hazard s th a t  

co m p an io n a te  m arriage o ffe red , in  c o u n te rp o in t to  its  o ft-d iscu ssed  boons. W h e n  

h is to rian s  ta k e  ind iv idual exp erien ce , relig ious persu asio n , an d  issues o f  rh e to r ic a l versus 

m ate ria l p o w e r in to  co n s id e ra tio n , w e b eg in  to  see th e  jagged  edges o f  th is  tran s itio n a l 

phases, w h e re  n ew  ideals an d  o ld e r e x p e c ta tio n s  overlap  a n d  conflic t. W h ile  th e  

eleva tion  o f  w o m e n ’s m o ra l a u th o rity  an d  th e  grow ing  em p h asis  o n  e m o tio n  o ffered  

avenues o f  e m p o w e rm en t a n d  fu lfillm ent, th e  u n ex p lo red  te rra in  w as also l i t te re d  w ith  

p itfalls. As L ou isa  realized , w o m en ’s n e a r- to ta l d ep en d en cy  o n  h u sb an d s  m e a n t th a t  th e  

g row ing  e x p e c ta tio n s  fo r m arriage co u ld  also m ean  g re a te r  d isap p o in tm e n ts .
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