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For my own James

 



. . . Could you wish a more
obedient Wife, my dear Mr. Iredell?

I wrote you last night, and am now
attempting another letter . . .

—Hannah Iredell, September 15,
1790

 



A Note to the Reader

The genesis of this book lies in a
treasure trove of letters I came across years ago, when I was an
associate editor of a multi-volume documentary history of the
United States Supreme Court in its first decade, the 1790s. I was
particularly intrigued by the intersecting stories of two of the
early Justices, James Iredell and James Wilson; but what intrigued
me even more were the stories of their respective wives, both named
Hannah. Although at first I contemplated a biography of some kind,
I quickly realized that these women—like almost all 18th-century
women—had left behind far too little documentation to support a
work of nonfiction. If I wanted to get at their stories, I would
have to use my imagination.

Although I did a little archival
research—fingering with awe and reverence the same paper that some
of my characters had actually held in their hands—the vast majority
of the letters and other documents that I have relied on in
constructing this story were painstakingly collected and
photocopied, over a period of ten years, by the staff of the
documentary history project before I joined it. Many of them have
also been transcribed and published in the project’s volumes. But
quite a few others were put aside as being concerned solely with
personal or domestic matters, and thus irrelevant to the Court’s
work. From my perspective, of course, these were often the most
interesting letters of all. I spent many hours at a spare desk in
the project’s office, sifting through boxes and filing cabinets to
find documents that would help me reconstruct the details of my
characters’ lives, my eyes aching from the effort of deciphering
18th-century handwriting (which often looks like chicken-scratches
to the uninitiated) and contending with smudges, ink blots, and
stubbornly illegible words.

At some point it occurred to me
that I should use these documents not only as background research
for the novel, but as part of the actual text. There is an
immediacy to the letters that I find thrilling—candid glimpses
written not for the historian or the public record but for a wife
or husband or close friend—and I hope others will respond to them
similarly. In addition, I hope that by including the letters side
by side with my fictional imaginings, I have enabled the interested
reader to separate the two—to distinguish the factual, historical
skeleton from my novelistic addition of meat to those bones.
Accordingly, I have put anything that is drawn from an actual
historical document in italics. These passages are unaltered from
the original, except for the omission of irrelevant material and
the modernization of spelling and punctuation—and the occasional
educated guess at an illegible word. And while I have omitted any
number of real details in my fictional narrative, I have not
consciously contravened any established historical fact.

Although the historical record has
served as a basic road map to my characters’ lives, I have taken
quite a few fictional detours along the way. And of course the
thoughts and words I have placed in my characters’ minds and mouths
are, with very few exceptions, entirely my own invention. It is
quite possible that, were they magically to be revived and shown
this book, the people whose lives I have appropriated here would be
horrified at the way I have imagined them. But though I have
invented freely, I have tried to be faithful to the glimmers and
hints of character I have been able to glean from the few documents
that have come down to us. Even if my characters did not do or say
all the things I have attributed to them in my narrative (as is
surely the case), I like to think that they could
have.

 



London, England

March 1808

At the age of thirty-four, Hannah
Gray Wilson Bartlett lay on her deathbed.

Shapes and shadows flitted across
the walls and the coverlet, propelled by the dimming light from the
window and the flicker of the fireplace—shapes that sometimes
formed themselves into faces, the faces of people she had once
known. She could hear voices—her husband’s, the maid’s—wafting up
to her room from downstairs, but sometimes she was certain that she
heard other voices, voices from long ago.

She reached for the book by her
bed; perhaps reading would steady her. It was a volume of poetry
that she had long treasured, but now she found the familiar words
dancing away from her, their meaning just out of reach. As she
closed the book, a letter fell from the inside cover, slightly
yellowed with age. It was folded, and the outside was addressed,
“Mrs. Wilson.” Smiling at the familiar handwriting, Hannah opened
it.

My dear Madam:

Having accidentally met with a
very neat edition of Thomson’s “Seasons,” I take the liberty of
requesting your acceptance of it, in the hope … that it may
sometimes be the means of recalling to your recollection the person
who presented it. You will, I flatter myself, forgive this selfish
motive … in consideration of the earnest wish I naturally feel to
live with some esteem in your memory as long as I possibly
can.

With the greatest
respect,

Your obedient servant,

James Iredell

 


She gently tucked the letter back
into its resting place, returned the book to the table, and picked
up the hand mirror that lay beside it; her face was pale, but her
complexion was still smooth, her neck still graceful, her auburn
curls still lustrous, and her eyes—if anything—even brighter than
they had been ten years before. But that was the fever, of course.
She sighed and put the mirror aside. Suddenly exhausted, she soon
fell into a deep but restless sleep.

Half an hour later, the maid
entered the room with a cold compress, which she began to apply to
her mistress’s burning forehead. Mrs. Bartlett’s head turned back
and forth on the pillow, and her lips began to move. Opening her
eyes, she caught the maid’s arm and said urgently, “Mrs. Iredell,
there is something you must know.”

The maid dropped the compress and
drew back in surprise. “But it’s only me, Ma’am—it’s
Sally!”

Mrs. Bartlett seemed not to
understand; she began speaking of things that made no sense:
someone crossing a river and falling through the ice and being in
mortal danger, and then something more that Sally could not quite
make out—something about an “indiscretion.”

“Please ma’am,” Sally interrupted,
“you must rest now, you must be quiet!”

“But you must let me finish!” Mrs.
Bartlett insisted. “It is what Mr. Iredell said and did next that I
must tell you.”

And so Sally, not knowing what else
to do, allowed her mistress to finish, although it all came in such
a rush of words and so low a voice that she could make neither head
nor tail of it. At last the story appeared to come to an end, for
her mistress clutched her once again.

“Forgive me, Mrs. Iredell, only
please forgive me,” she pleaded, her eyes wild and bright. “There
is no one in the world whose good opinion I crave more than yours.”
Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I haven’t led an exemplary life, I
know—there are others I have wronged as well as you. But if I could
only have your forgiveness, it would all be put to right, somehow.
Please, I beg you, don’t make me go to my grave without a kind
word.”

Sally raised a hand and placed it
on her mistress’s shoulder; a tear began to roll down her cheek.
Poor Mrs. Bartlett: so young, and still so beautiful. Whatever it
was she was on about, there was surely no harm in sending her to
her rest with a kind word.

“Of course, ma’am, of course I …
forgive you.”

Mrs. Bartlett’s eyes closed now,
and her grip on Sally’s sleeve loosened. She sank back onto the
pillow, her lips forming a smile.

 



1790

From Hannah Iredell to James
Iredell:

Edenton, North Carolina, May 6,
1790

I have had the satisfaction of
receiving your kind letter from Greensville. I hope you were as
well as you said. Our dear Children continue quite well. Annie was
much distressed at parting with you—she told James in a very
doleful tone that Papa was gone. He clapped his hands and repeated
very gaily, “Pa’s gone.” He is in a sweet sleep now, and our dear
Girl sends her love to you and says please to come home
soon…

When you think of your children,
my dear Mr. Iredell, let it remind you to take care of your health,
for to you they must look for everything under Providence… I should
think nothing of this voyage if you were with us (or I was to meet
you at the end of it), but it seems hard to be traveling to the
very opposite points of the compass. However, I trust to the same
good Providence which has never yet forsaken us, that you will
return to us safe & well …

You will hear no more from me till
I get to New York …, for we shall certainly sail I believe before
next Tuesday. You may be assured that I will take every possible
means to guard your dear Children from danger… They are both as
lively & lovely as you could wish them. Annie has given me some
kisses for you, her first conversation this morning was about you…
There is no danger of her ever forgetting you. No Child can have a
more affectionate disposition than she has…

Pray my dear Mr. Iredell, I must
again repeat it: take care of yourself. You never had so much
occasion for discretion as on this journey. Think of us often &
come to us as soon as possible. I shall not know what to do with
myself until you come. . .

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Camden, South Carolina, May 10,
1790

… I feel inexpressible anxiety
about you & my poor Children. How hard it is to be so much out
of the way of hearing from you! My imagination is continually at
work, but can be never satisfied. I trust in the infinite goodness
of God that you will have a safe & pleasant passage to New
York, and that we may be all so happy as to meet there quite well…
Kiss my ever dear Annie and my lovely James with the greatest
warmth & kindness, & tell them no Father ever more doted on
his Children than I do on mine. May God preserve them & make
them useful Members of Society! Tell Annie I will come & see
her as soon as I can …

From the State Gazette of
Edenton, North Carolina, May 15, 1790:

On Tuesday last, the sloop
Virginia Packet, Captain Andrews, sailed from the port for
New-York, in which went as passengers the families of the Honorable
Samuel Johnston, Esq., Senator in the Congress of the United States
for this state, and of the Honorable Judge James Iredell, lately
appointed to the Supreme Court of the United States. We unite our
wishes with those of their numerous friends, that pleasant and
propitious gales may waft them in safety to their destined
port.


Diary of Hannah Iredell

New York, New York

Friday, May 21, 1790

All is confusion here. Never in my
life have my ears been so assaulted by the clatter of wheels over
stones, the squeals of pigs rooting in gutters, the shouts of
vendors in the Markets. And the odors that afflict my poor
nostrils! Edenton’s stagnant waters gave rise to their own
repugnant Perfume, but the sheer agglomeration of people here
yields something far worse. Surely Nature never meant for so many
persons to congregate in one place. Oh, to be back on the vast
empty expanse of Ocean that cradled us just days ago, the only
sounds the lapping of waves and the keening of seagulls—mingled, of
course, with the shouts and laughter of my Children and Nieces and
Nephews, as they played about the deck.

It was never the Journey I feared,
but the arrival, and all that would follow. When the ship was
safely tied to the Dock, what I felt was not relief at our safe
landing, but a creeping dread. Cramped and foul as the ship’s
quarters were, I was loath to leave them for the ramshackle
shanties and rough-looking Characters that lined the shore, so
unlike the neat buildings and dignified merchants that greet the
seafaring visitor to Edenton. But Mrs. Johnston and her family
eagerly began to disembark, once they spied my Brother waving from
the dock, and Annie hurried to follow her Aunt and Cousins; I hung
back on the ship’s deck with Sarah and the other Negroes, who took
their time gathering up our bundles—their faces betraying the
wariness that was in my own heart, for neither they nor I have ever
set foot outside of Carolina. If it had been my own Husband down
below, gaily lifting his hat in welcome, I shouldn’t have hesitated
for a moment. But my own Husband is hundreds of miles from here—in
Charleston, if his plans have held, en route to hold Court in
Savannah.

But little James cried in my arms
to follow his Sister, so there was nothing for it but to go, my
knees trembling and my legs feeling strangely not my own. They say
this is the normal course after a sea Voyage, and that one must
patiently await the return of one’s “land legs,” but in my case I
fear it was something more, that my real legs, even my real Body,
has been lost somewhere—perhaps at Edenton, perhaps at sea.
Certainly my knees have not yet stopped trembling, and it has been
two days now.

At least my Brother’s house here is
well-appointed and large—befitting a Senator, I suppose, and
convenient to the Federal Hall where Congress meets. It is made of
red brick like its neighbors, and has a small Garden at the back
that may serve me as something of a refuge, despite the clatter
from the street. It is on Broadway, a thoroughfare that well
deserves its name, many yards in width from one side to the other,
equipped with raised walkways on either side and lined with fine
buildings—Sam tells us the President himself lives on this Street,
at Number 39. It seems several worlds away from the nearby clatter
and menace of the Docks. But they say New York is like that—like
some jagged mountain range, dizzy heights of extravagant wealth
soaring right next to murky depths of depraved poverty, each
seeming all the more extreme by the sudden contrast to its
Opposite. Sam has already warned me against venturing into certain
areas only a few streets away: a place called Canvas Town, where
many unfortunates, routed from their homes by the Fire of ‘76, make
do even to this day with flimsy cloth shelters; and an unsavory
neighborhood surrounding The Collect, a reservoir whose water is
said to be equally unsavory. But Sam needn’t worry about my
venturing abroad in this place on my own—although, if Mr. Iredell
(from whom I have had as yet no Letter, as I had earnestly hoped I
might) does not make his way here soon, I daresay I shall have no
choice.

Sam assures me that the courts in
the Southern States will have little or no business (the idea of a
Federal court being such a novelty, he says, that few will yet know
what they may ask it to do), and that my Husband will be here in
the Capital before the end of June. If only he were by my side, I
flatter myself I could do nearly anything, even in this alarming
City. But without him—with no News of him, with anxiety as an
ever-present and unwelcome companion—I can do no more than peer out
the window near the table where I sit and contemplate with horror
the passing Show: an endless stream of proud-looking Gentleman, and
Ladies wearing brocaded gowns and feathered bonnets such as I have
seen only in the plates of London magazines. Indeed, the Tableau
strikes me as one of those London novels come to life, with
fashionable Society having nothing to do but promenade and greet
their acquaintance. It is a World into which I cannot imagine
inserting myself; and yet it is the World I must somehow contrive
to call my own.

My true World, my very universe, is
left behind in Edenton—a poor thing, as the Bard once wrote, but
mine own. I yearn for the simple wooden houses, the narrow unpaved
Streets, the familiar faces of home: for my few but faithful
Friends, for Mr. Iredell’s brother Tom and all his merry
foolishness, and—most of all—for Nelly, my own sweet Nelly, her
eyes a-sparkle with gaiety and mischief.

I feared this Separation nearly as
much for Nelly as for myself. Though she has an excellent Husband
and no doubt will soon have Children to occupy her, it is less than
a year since her Mother died—and now she must lose me as well!
Though I remind myself I am by rights no more than her Aunt, I have
since her birth felt such an attachment as though I were a second
Mother to her. And yet, being but fifteen years her senior, I have
also acted the fond elder Sister, sometimes gently correcting her
youthful high spirits, and at other times allowing them to carry me
aloft with her. There is no Word, in short, adequate to describe
what Nelly and I are to one another, our lives being so closely
braided that each Conversation seems but a continuation of the
last. We have rarely been apart for more than a few days, till now;
and now I cannot tell if we shall ever see one another
again.

Just before I boarded the ship at
Edenton, Nelly and I stood at the dock, saying our farewells, and
trying mightily not to weep—an Endeavor at which both of us, I
confess, failed miserably.

“Whatever shall I do without you?”
I whispered to her as we embraced.

“Now then, Aunt,” she said in what
was meant to be a playful scolding tone, but contained a tremble,
“you know I shall be eager to visit, and see the Capital for
myself.” She drew back and put her hand into the pocket she wore at
her waist. “And in the meantime, you shall have this.”

She then withdrew a small Book,
bound in red leather. “Not a book to read, though I know what store
you set in those,” she said, as I opened it and saw the pages were
blank, “but a book in which to write, to record your Thoughts and
all that transpires. Think of it as a companion, a trusted Friend,
ever eager to know how it is with you, and capable of keeping any
confidence you may repose in it.”

“I shall think of it, then, as a
Simulacrum of yourself,” I said, and kissed her.

She wrinkled her nose in that way
she does whenever I employ a Word she deems too elevated, and told
me saucily, “Think of it as you will—only write a few lines in it
now and then, and let it remind you of me.”

And so I have, for what I have set
down here today is very much what I should have told Nelly, if she
were by me; and though the Book does not call me a “poor Lamb,” and
squeeze me about the shoulders, as she would, I yet feel the
better for having written in it.

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Charleston, South Carolina, May 23,
1790

… I arrived here last night in
company with Mr. Rutledge, from whom I have received the greatest
and kindest civilities, and at whose house I now have the pleasure
of staying. He is one of the most agreeable men I was ever
acquainted with; and his wife seems a truly respectable and amiable
woman, who has received me in the most obliging manner … On Friday
we are to set off for Savannah …

Thursday, May 27, 1790

Yesterday Doctor Romaine was here
(I had not seen him since he was in Edenton to visit his relations,
some years since) to put us all under inoculation against the
Smallpox—all but Sam, that is, as he has already been inoculated. I
had thought I should be brave, for I have heard and understood all
the arguments in favor of the Procedure: that it nearly always
produces an extremely mild case of the Disease (far milder than
when it is contracted in the natural way, they say), and then
confers a lifelong immunity. Certainly I don’t class myself amongst
those who still rail against the idea of inoculation as a
blasphemous interference with the ways of God. And yet—to
voluntarily infect my precious Children, and myself, with a
Disorder that yet may be fatal, or at least disfigure us
permanently—it was a prospect that filled me with Trepidation. The
Speckled Monster, I have heard some call it.

But the preparations had all been
made: the Children given Rhubarb as a purgative, myself and Mrs.
Johnston purged and bled two days before. Dr. Romaine had sent word
that he had obtained fresh “Matter,” as he termed it, from the
pustules of an infected Patient, and it would not retain its
efficacy more than a day or two. Mrs. Johnston shared my Doubts, I
know—I could see it in her eyes—but she dared not defy Sam’s
wishes. Nor could I have faced my own Husband, were he to arrive
and learn that, fearing a small risk of harm to our Children, I had
left them exposed to one far greater.

But I confess I was quite paralyzed
with fear, when the Doctor arrived at last, brandishing his Lancet;
and the Children clung to me and whimpered pitifully. In the end it
was Sarah who stepped forward, rolling up her sleeve to expose a
smooth, dark arm. (Dr. Romaine glanced at me first, to make sure I
meant to pay to have my Negro inoculated. I nodded to him, for of
course Sarah must be protected as well as the rest of us.) After
that, she held the Children on her lap for their turns, and they
exhibited a commendable bravery, for a Girl four years of age and a
Boy only two. I went last, with my fear well concealed—or so, at
least, I flatter myself.

Odd, now, that we feel nothing; I
have the sense that we are suspended above a deep Ravine, held by a
rope which will shortly break. We are to expect chills and fever at
the seventh day following inoculation, with the eruptions appearing
several days after that. We are, of course, confined to the House
and its grounds for the next few days, and may entertain no
Visitors—restrictions which, I confess, are so congenial to my Mood
that I view them as nearly adequate compensation for the Ordeal we
may be about to endure.

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Savannah, Georgia, May 31,
1790

… I have been much better pleased
with Savannah than I expected; it is really a pretty place, though
on a bed of sand; but I cannot say I am sorry that the Court
adjourned today, and that Mr. Rutledge & myself are to leave it
tomorrow. I thank God, I preserve my health remarkably well…
Tomorrow I shall begin to advance towards you…

Friday, June 4, 1790

We have all been suffering from
Fever and headache and the like, some of us more than others; it is
a good thing Sam thought to hire two Servants, already inoculated,
to wait upon us until we are recovered, for the Negroes are as sick
as anyone else.

James has weathered it better than
Annie—they say younger Children feel it less, and that it’s best to
inoculate while babes are still suckling, or at least before all
the teeth have come in. And James is fleshy and robust, like his
Father, while poor Annie (like her Mother, alas) is scarcely more
than a stick of a thing. She gave me quite a scare, the Night
before last, shaking and chattering so much with her Fever that I
nearly sent for the Doctor. Surely we have kept these bedside
Vigils over a sick Child many a night in the past four years, Mr.
Iredell and I, praying fervently and wiping away our anxious tears.
But it matters not how many times I sit and watch and pray, nor how
many times my prayers are answered and the Fever breaks: each time
I am seized with a cold Fear that what befell our first-born will
strike us again—that a Child will once more be cruelly snatched
from us.

Perhaps all Mothers who have lost a
Child endure these torments—which is to say, of course, nearly
all Mothers. But I cannot help thinking it is even worse for
Mr. Iredell and myself than for most: after eleven long years of
barrenness—during which I had prayed as earnestly as my namesake,
the Hannah of the Bible, that a Child might be given to us—to have
our little Thomas sicken and expire, after a mere two days’ taste
of Life. Can it be six years since then? The Pain is nearly as
sharp as though newly inflicted. I thought myself dead as well
then; though Friends assured us we should go on to have more
Children, I could not contrive to believe them. I considered that I
was already thirty-six years of age; it seemed that if I were meant
to have Children, the Lord would have provided them already. I
never then imagined He would extend such mercy as to give us not
one more Babe, but two.

And yet to be in such constant fear
of losing them! Were it not for that Fear, indeed, we might be in
Edenton still. For I was quite deaf to all Mr. Iredell’s
entreaties, after the Letter arrived from President Washington.
What cared I that the Federal government was like to fall apart, if
men of Character and loyalty refused to accept posts in it? What
cared I that the appointment of a North Carolinian to the Supreme
Court might secure the allegiance of the State to this new
endeavor? Surely there were others to answer the call. But when Mr.
Iredell begged me to think of the Children, and their health—when
he reminded me of how close we’d come to losing them to the
intermittent fever last Summer, and laid out the evidence of a
healthier climate in the North—when he urged that his acceptance of
this post, and our removal from Edenton, might well save their very
lives—how, then, could I refuse him?

But now, as I sit by my dear little
ones’ sickbed and cool their burning brows, or pile blankets on
them to ward off their chills, I cannot help but entertain my
doubts. We never had Smallpox to worry us in a town as small and
remote as Edenton! And there’s another Disease here that I have
never encountered before, which they call the Influenza—such a
pretty name, more suited I think to a musical instrument; as one
might say, “Why yes, I play the Influenza.” But it nearly carried
off the President himself last month, just about the time we
arrived here, causing everyone the utmost Consternation. And they
say that it has struck Mr. Jefferson and Mr. Madison, and that Mr.
Adams’ entire household suffers from it, with the exception of the
Vice-President himself.

And of course, when I agreed to
remove to the Capital, I had thought my Husband would be here with
me—I did not yet understand that Congress, in its wisdom, had
decreed that Supreme Court Judges must not only hold the Supreme
Court in the Capital twice a year, but must also roam the length
and breadth of the Nation in Spring and Fall, holding Circuit
courts! Sam assures us that the flaws in the Plan are clear to all,
and that Congress will soon alter it. God grant that they alter it
before the Fall, or Mr. Iredell will be required to set off once
more over rutted roads and swollen Rivers, assaulted by inclement
Weather, and no doubt forced to put up in verminous Taverns.
Perhaps if I had remained in Edenton, I could have managed to bear
this anxious Separation; but here in this strange place, with
myself and my Children ill, I fear it is too much for
me.

Ah, but Annie is waking now, and
calling for me. We have still had no word from Mr. Iredell. I pray
the Lord no mishap has befallen him!

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Charleston, South Carolina, June 7,
1790

… Mr. Rutledge and I returned here
from Savannah on Friday last… Nothing can exceed the universal
kindness I have experienced… I have had the honor of several
visits, particularly in a high style from the British Consul in his
chariot… I have met with such extreme attention and politeness in
this country, that I cannot avoid feeling some degree of pain in
parting from it, notwithstanding the delightful prospect I have in
view…

Saturday, June 12, 1790

At last, a Letter from Mr.
Iredell—written a full month ago, in Camden! At that time, at
least, he was safe and well, and I can only trust to Providence
that he remains so. So relieved was I, even at this stale news,
that I could not help but shed a few tears—hiding them from the
Children, of course, as I wouldn’t want them to realize what secret
Fears I have been harboring. But they paid me no mind; I let Annie
take the Letter, once I had perused it, and pretend to read it to
her Brother. It was enough to divert all our minds—at least for a
while—from these horrid spots our Bodies are covered in, oozing
their foul matter.

I am greatly relieved that the
Children have not only recovered completely from their Fevers, but
also have had no eruptions on their faces. I myself have not been
so lucky. Though I doubt anyone acquainted with me should consider
me Vain, I cannot help but cringe and shudder when I accidentally
catch sight of myself in the Glass. A Speckled Monster, indeed!
They say the spots caused by inoculation generally leave no
permanent trace, but of course it is too soon to be sure of that,
and difficult not to fear the worst. Mrs. Johnston has far fewer
spots on her face than I—and Fanny has fewer still—yet to hear her
go on about her lost looks and Fanny’s ruined Marriage prospects,
one would think their visages had been entirely ravaged.

“Look now, my dear Sister,” I said
at last, when I could bear no more of her moaning and
hand-wringing, “is not my Face more roundly attacked than
yours?”

“Well, yes, but”—she started to
say, then stopped suddenly and looked away.

I could tell what she had meant to
say, before she thought better of it: that I had no looks to lose
in the first place. It’s true, of course; I have nothing to rival
her round blue eyes and plump, rosy cheeks, which Fanny has luckily
inherited. But even a plain Woman can dread being made plainer. And
though I am under no illusion that Mr. Iredell married me for my
beauty, I wonder if he will not shrink from me in Disgust if he
arrives to find my face not merely thin, sallow, and hatched with
lines—such as he has come to expect—but disfigured as well by Pock
marks.

Alas, even without the marks, I
fear Mr. Iredell would have found me sadly wanting in comparison to
the fashionable and alluring New York Ladies I have been spying at
from my window. And who knows what youthful Beauties are paraded
before him in the various Towns he stops at along his circuit, at
dinners and balls and tea parties? Old fears and Questions, long
buried (or nearly so) have begun to plague me once again: Why would
a Gentleman like Mr. Iredell—a man who charms all he meets, and
whose admiration for feminine beauty has been only too evident to
me over the years—choose as his Bride someone like myself: four
years his senior, timid and bookish and (as Mr. Iredell himself
once described me, in a letter to his Father) “not what is
generally called handsome”? Was it perhaps not for myself, but
for the advantages that such a marriage might bring to a young man
of keen Ambition? My Brother Sam (as Mr. Iredell, being his pupil
in the law, well knew) was already one of the first Men in the
Province, and my Family in general was not without importance, my
Uncle having been a Royal Governor. No doubt Mr. Iredell believed,
as well—seeing the Manner in which Sam lived, and which I then
shared—that I would bring him a substantial dowry; alas for both of
us that he was so sadly mistaken!

There is one Memory in
particular—one image, or a series of them, that has lately
persisted in taking up residence in my mind, try as I will to
banish it forever. It is now a good ten years since that Calamity
occurred, and yet the recollection, when it comes, makes me shudder
and wince and catch my breath, and my Stomach begins almost to
heave: A ball at the Courthouse in Edenton—Mr. Iredell gone out to
take some air and not returned—myself stumbling through the
blackness of a moonless night, seeking to ask him some Question I
have now forgot. And then discerning a familiar Form, a laugh I
know as well as my own. I move towards him, my mouth open to speak.
But the darkness reveals another figure—a Lady of our acquaintance,
one whose handsome face and figure and lively Conversation Mr.
Iredell has often praised to me—their arms about one another, his
lips pressed against her neck! And then a Scream, a Scream that
must have come from me, a Scream that alerted them to my
presence and all of Edenton to my Shame. And all my Suspicions,
which he had ever dismissed as baseless Jealousy, confirmed in an
instant!

But no more, no more; I tremble so
as I write this that it becomes difficult to hold the Pen. I must
rid myself of these ancient Miseries, these doubts that feed so
unhealthily upon themselves. My Husband has, since that exceedingly
painful Encounter, given me no further cause for grief, or at least
none that I have been able to discern. And his protestations of
Remorse after it occurred, his avowals that he loved me and me
alone, are truly heart-rending to recall (although I nevertheless
remained unyielding to them for some six Months, six long Months
spent in blackness and despair). It is on those memories I must
dwell, and not on the Circumstance that gave rise to
them.

It would be far more prudent for me
to muse on our first Meeting, and the very first words my dear Mr.
Iredell addressed to me, when he and Sam surprised me in the parlor
at Hayes Plantation with my nose in a Book (a novel, I
confess—though I had intended to continue my study of the history
of the Church of England).

“Ah, my Sister!” Sam said by way of
introduction. “Quite the reader, she is. I daresay she prefers
books to People.”

I felt tears rise to my eyes at
what I knew was meant as a gibe; but before they could spill, Mr.
Iredell rose to my defense. “And quite right, too, Mith Johnthton.”
He had a pronounced lisp, yet he seemed untroubled by it, smiling
at me with approval and Sympathy. (Such kind brown eyes, I noticed;
such charmingly unruly hair; what an attractive countenance
entirely! And his Manner was altogether so smooth and confident
that I little suspected he was then but seventeen.) “A Book is far
more reliable than a person. One needn’t worry about amusing or
pleasing or making a good impression on a Book. A Book’s
job, its mission in Life, is to entertain and instruct its reader.
And if it fails, one can simply banish it back to its place on the
shelf, with no anxiety about having wounded its feelings or
offended its Pride. How many human companions would be so
accommodating?”

I believe it was at that moment
that Mr. Iredell won my Heart; for never had I heard someone put
into such clever and precise words the very thoughts that had so
often entered my own head (and the power of those words was such
that, after a moment, I no longer heard the lisp). I knew that I
had found a Gentleman who—though outwardly so different from
myself, so affable and confident—possessed a Soul that was the very
twin of my own. My Nerves were such that I found it impossible to
utter a word (and indeed, for many weeks afterwards I remained
nearly mute in his increasingly frequent Presence); but my eyes met
his, and I thought I saw in them an exact reflection of my own
Sentiments.

And yet, I cannot help but wonder,
from time to time, if I was right.

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Wilmington, North Carolina, June
18, 1790

… I arrived here on the evening of
the 15th, and received immediately the delightful
intelligence of your safe arrival at New York, for which I am
devoutly thankful to that good Providence to which we owe so many
blessings… Had the weather not been so hot, my Circuit would have
been quite a jaunt of pleasure, for I have been everywhere
received, by everybody, with the utmost distinction &
politeness, and by many of the first Families in South Carolina
with a degree of unaffected kindness which was gratifying
indeed…

Monday, June 21, 1790

A terrible Day!

This morning after Breakfast Mrs.
Johnston observed that it was high time we ventured abroad: our
spots are nearly gone (or hers are, in any case), and the weather
was fine. She proposed a promenade down Broadway to the Bowling
Green, where she was certain we should encounter many of the most
fashionable Characters of the City. As I had no appetite for such
an outing, I demurred. She said she would go herself, then, but
insisted that I must go somewhere, for my health; and then,
with a sparkle in her eye, declared that I should go to the Market
with Mrs. Simmons.

“You must learn your way about the
City, you know,” she said with mock sternness, “for you’ll soon
have a House of your own to manage. And I know you: you’ll
want to oversee the purchases yourself, so as to procure the best
Victuals for the lowest price.”

A shudder of fear went through me
at the thought of leaving this place, where I am safely tucked
under my Brother’s wing. But of course Mrs. Johnston was right. The
Plan was for us to stay here only while under inoculation, and to
find a House to rent before Mr. Iredell arrives.

Mrs. Simmons is one of the Servants
Sam hired to see us through the inoculation, but she has proven so
valuable, with her knowledge of the City, that no one has yet made
a move to dismiss her. I decided to bring Sarah along, as it was
equally necessary for her to be acquainted with the Market, and
Mrs. Simmons bustled us out the door with business-like efficiency,
anxious to begin the day’s Purchases. We would go to the Fly
Market, she announced, at the foot of Maiden Lane.

As soon as we left the house, my
senses were assaulted, as they had been on my arrival weeks before:
the glare of the Sun, the clatter of the hooves on cobblestones,
the shouts of vendors in the street. It was if anything worse now,
after so many weeks of confinement to the quiet dark of Sam’s
house. I immediately felt Faint, but forced myself to follow Mrs.
Simmons’ determined lead. She picked her way among the cobblestones
and wove through the streams of people so quickly that it took all
my Concentration to keep up with her. Sarah hung back a bit with
me, but it seemed that she was as fascinated by the Tumult as I was
repelled, her mouth slightly agape with amazement, her eyes open
wide so as not to miss a thing.

We followed Mrs. Simmons from
Broadway onto a street of more ordinary width, called Crown Street.
The noise grew louder, and the Crowd, now packed into a narrower
space, seemed to be crushing me from all sides. The people here
were clothed with far less elegance than those on Broadway—a thing
to which I would have had no occasion to object, which indeed I
would have applauded, had not their Manners also been considerably
less elegant as well. I was not moving quickly enough to suit some
of them, and a number—both Men and Women—pushed me aside in their
haste to get to the Market. Within seconds I had lost sight of both
Sarah and Mrs. Simmons, and had lost as well all sense of which
Direction I was to proceed in.

I began to feel a kind of
Suffocation, as though the air too had abandoned me, and my head
began to spin. I came to a dead stop, uncertain of where to go, and
indeed of whether I could go on at all. My heart pounded in my
breast, and my hands and knees were shaking violently; perspiration
soaked my armpits and trickled down the front of my Chemise. A
Man’s voice, coming from behind me, barked at me to move, and a
rough hand pushed me aside so that I stumbled and began to fall.
Terrified now, I staggered to the side of the Street and held on to
the wall of a House until I could catch my breath.

I could not imagine begging
directions of any of the Strangers hurrying by, their faces set,
their mouths grim, their manner more suited to fleeing some natural
Disaster than to shopping for the day’s provisions. I tried to call
out to Sarah, in hopes that she would be close enough to hear me
over the din, but I could make no sound emerge from my throat. I
was close to tears of Despair when I saw them at last, Sarah and
Mrs. Simmons both, scanning the crowd for me, Mrs. Simmons looking
irritated and Sarah frightened. I mounted the front steps of a
nearby House and waved my hand in hopes of attracting their
attention.

They spotted me after a few seconds
and pushed their way through the Crowd until they reached me, upon
which I fell into Sarah’s arms and, much to my embarrassment, began
sobbing onto her shoulder. I could feel people turning and staring,
pausing at last in their hurry to wonder at the cause of this
Scene, but I could not stop myself.

“It’s all right, now, Mrs.
Iredell,” Sarah whispered in my ear. “I’m here, you ain’t lost no
more.”

When I raised my head at last, I
saw Mrs. Simmons standing beside me, hands clasped before her and
her head cocked to one side. Her irritation had subsided, but she
now looked alarmed and puzzled. When she spoke to me, she did so
slowly and gently, as though to a Child afraid of
Goblins.

“Shall we go home, then, Mrs.
Iredell? I can come back to the Market later, on my own. Perhaps
another day …”

But why should it be better any
other Day than it was today? How shall I ever bring myself to
venture out there again? And yet I must, I must. I promised Mr.
Iredell I would endeavor to overcome my cursed Timidity, that I
would comport myself as befits the Wife of a Supreme Court Judge:
calling on the Wives of the other Judges and Government officials,
attending the levees and teas and Dinners that we will as a matter
of course be invited to, even acting as a Hostess myself—all those
things that Mrs. Johnston is so eager to embark upon, and which I
view as Ordeals that must somehow be got through. Mr. Iredell is so
fond of Company, and eager to make a good impression here; why
should he be constrained by a Wife who wants nothing more than to
hide under the bed?

Before we parted he told me that he
knows that I can overcome my Fears; for had not he overcome the
anxieties caused by the Lisp that afflicts his speech? Had he
allowed it to interfere with his ambitions in Law and Politics?
Indeed, no; like Demosthenes, he had applied himself to correct it.
But more important, he had shaken off his foolish concern with what
others might think, trusting that if he treated the
Impediment as no more than a minor matter, others would follow
suit, and attend more to the substance of what he said than the way
he said it. That is the Course I must follow, he advised; cease to
dwell on what others might think, and be my own self. He was
certain that once I relaxed my guard and spoke freely in Company,
that others should admire me—for my Wit, as he said, and my
benignity—as much as he did. “I only want the Gem I cherish in
secret,” he said, “to sparkle as brightly in the presence of
others.”

His words of praise fell upon me,
as ever, like the Sun’s warmth upon a struggling bud. Smiling,
pressing his hands in mine, I pledged to him that I should change
my ways. In Edenton, in our own cozy Parlor, it seemed a Task I
could surely master. But how am I to attend a dinner at the
President’s House, or invite the Chief Justice’s Wife for tea, if I
cannot even manage a walk to the Market?

From Nelly Tredwell to Hannah
Iredell:

Edenton, North Carolina, June 22,
1790

… My last letter was such a
complaining one that I reckon, my Dear Aunt, you will be afraid to
read this; for you have so many troubles of your own it is a pity
to seize you with idle complaints. I have always set down
determined to write you word when I was satisfied and happy, but my
spirits are always so affected I fall into a complaining way
without intention—& indeed, your absence is all I have to
distress me. Mr. Tredwell is as affectionate as you, my Dearest
Aunt, who I know are more anxious about my happiness than anyone
else in the world, could wish him to be—but I am continually
wishing for you. It seems impossible for me to speak freely to
anyone, & as I cannot bear to go abroad, nor do I feel the
least inclination for company at home.

Before this time the small pox is,
I flatter myself, happily over with you & my dear Annie &
James. How did they bear the inoculation? Poor little Annie was
frightened almost to death, I reckon. Oh, my Dearest Aunt, is it
possible I shall ever again have the happiness of seeing you and
them? …

Thursday, June 24, 1790

Not yet feeling sufficiently
fortified to venture abroad again, I have endeavored to make myself
useful about the House by means of a few modest Offices in cooking
and cleaning (I find that Mrs. Johnston’s Servants, both White and
Black, are unacquainted with certain rudimentary methods of
protecting Silver against tarnish, and the like), and in beginning
Annie’s instruction in her Letters and numbers. She is an eager
pupil, for she hopes to show off her newly acquired Erudition to
her Papa, when he arrives—which I am in hopes he will do within a
fortnight.

I was fortunate enough to receive
another letter from Mr. Iredell this morning, this one from
Savannah some three weeks ago; I was relieved to discover that he
is faring much better than I had feared, and seems to be thoroughly
enjoying the hospitality so generously offered him along his route.
It appears, indeed, that he is having a better time of it than I am
here, and feeling rather less distress than I on account of our
Separation. I confess (for why not confess my true feelings to this
little Book, which can be trusted to keep my secrets?) that mingled
with my relief was some Anxiety that he was perhaps enjoying
himself a little more than he should.

 


Saturday, June 26, 1790

Sam has fallen ill—now that the
rest of us are well at last. He insists it is nothing more than a
severe Chill, but the Fever he has had for some days has worsened,
and Mrs. Johnston has sent for the doctor. Sam appears concerned
only that he be able to attend at the Senate, for he says the
Residence question is soon to come to a head, and every vote will
be needed. I have asked him repeatedly (or as often as I dare) when
the Senate will take up the question of the Courts, and abolish
this Cruel system of having Supreme Court judges risk life and limb
in riding Circuits across the country. But he always dismisses my
inquiries, and tells me that the Residence question must be settled
first—that until the permanent location of the Capital is fixed,
the Senate cannot turn its attention to less pressing
matters.

The location of the Capital! Yet
another thing that no one thought to mention to me. It seems that
New York is only to be the temporary seat of Government, that in
some period of time (some say ten years, some fifteen), the
Government is to move to a location, somewhere on the Potomac
River, that is now little more than a desolate Fen. But even before
that time, any number of towns are clamoring for the Honor of
becoming the temporary Capital: Baltimore, Annapolis, Philadelphia
of course—and places that are far more obscure. It seems every
miserable village has discerned in itself the attributes that
uniquely qualify it to become the Capital of a proud new Nation;
really, the spectacle is as unedifying as that of a pack of
Brothers squabbling over the estate of a deceased
Parent.

Sam says that he and the other
Members from the Southward care only that the Capital ultimately be
seated on the Potomac, closer to the Southern States; and that the
prime consideration in choosing a temporary Residence is that it be
a place unlikely to insist on becoming the permanent one. It is for
this reason that he believes the Government must be moved from New
York; no one seems to trust the New Yorkers, and indeed they have
already begun building a grand, and very permanent-looking, mansion
for the President down by the Battery, though the question is
obviously far from settled. There have been a great many meetings,
at this House and elsewhere, on the subject, and much plotting and
whispering and covert accusation. Mr. Iredell’s friend Major
Butler—now Senator Butler of South Carolina—has been here
frequently, as he has taken a leading Role in the debate; indeed,
he called on Sam this morning, and was much distressed to find his
condition worsened.

It matters little to me whether the
Capital remains here or is removed to some other equally strange
place; unless it be put in Edenton (which is perhaps the only town
in America, alas, that has not been advanced as a candidate), I
care not. I simply want the question decided, so that Congress will
be at liberty to turn its attention to the only matter that truly
concerns me: whether my Husband will once again be forced to take
to the Roads, come this Fall, leaving his Wife and Children bereft
of his company and anxious for his Welfare.

But that is Dr. Romaine’s voice I
hear now, in the Hall, come to see Sam; I must go and speak with
him, for Mrs. Johnston cannot be entirely trusted to recount his
symptoms correctly.

 


Friday, July 2, 1790

A most unpleasant Scene has just
transpired. Mrs. Johnston went out this morning to pay some calls,
leaving me in charge of Sam, who is still alarmingly ill (the
Doctor, to our horror, has declared it to be the Influenza). Almost
as soon as she’d shut the door, Sam rose from his bed and began
ordering the Negroes to help him dress. I asked him what on Earth
he was doing, and he replied that the Residence question was coming
on for a vote in the Senate today, that it was expected to be
exceedingly close, and that it was his bounden Duty to be there if
he could. I pleaded with him to think of his Health, to think of
what Mrs. Johnston would say when she found out, but he would hear
none of it. Within a few minutes Caesar and Hannibal had hoisted
him onto their shoulders seated in a chair from the Parlor (one of
the new ones, another thing I knew would displease Mrs. Johnston);
and out the door they went and on up Broadway, the amazed Crowd
parting to let them through.

When Mrs. Johnston returned home to
find him gone, her Wrath was indeed something terrible to behold,
and the brunt of it, of course, fell on me. Knowing my Sister, she
will repent of this (surely, in a calmer moment, she will realize
how impossible it is prevent my Brother from doing a thing he has
firmly set his mind to); and yet some of what she said reflects, I
am sure, her resentment that I am still here in this house,
trespassing on her Hospitality (though I have offered to pay my
expenses and those of the Children, Sam has only waved me away),
when by rights I should long ago have found a Situation of my own.
And Mr. Iredell—whom I trust to Providence will be here soon,
perhaps within days—will surely be most disappointed if he arrives
to find that I have done nothing to procure us some independent
Lodging.

And so I have resolved to find a
House to rent, though I know not exactly how to go about it—and
although, thanks to the vote on the Residence question, we will
soon be forced to move again. Sam is quite satisfied with the
Result: it appears that before this Winter the Government is to be
moved to Philadelphia for a period of ten years, after which time
it will take up permanent Residence on the Potomac. As for me, New
York is not much to my liking, but I scarcely relish the thought of
removing to another strange City—and one that is yet
larger!

 


From Senator Pierce Butler of
South Carolina to James Iredell:

New York, New York, July 5,
1790

… The House of Representatives are
now debating the questions of Permanent and Temporary Residence …
Mr. Johnston was really dangerously indisposed with [the
influenza]; in this situation, contrary to my pressing
recommendation, he suffered himself to be brought in a chair to the
House to vote on the question of Temporary Residence. He is now
recovered …

Friday, July 15, 1790

We have now removed to a House of
our own, obtained through the assistance of Mrs. Johnston, who had
heard of a likely place not far from hers. It is an odd little
structure, built of brick in what Mrs. Johnston tells me is the old
Dutch style: only one and a half storeys high, with a peculiar
jagged roof that climbs like a set of stairs up to a central
chimney. Inside, the house is low and dark and close, almost
cave-like—not a thing like the houses in Edenton, built so as to
take advantage of whatever breezes may come off the Sound. And yet,
I was unaccountably charmed when I saw it; it seemed a den where I
could burrow like a mole with my Family, a Refuge where I might
contrive to forget, for a time at least, the world outside and all
that was expected of me. The rooms were adequate to our needs,
though small. Indeed, the size of it was such that even Mr. Iredell
would have to agree that entertaining Company was out of the
question, at least until we removed to Philadelphia. And the garden
at the back was spacious enough to allow the Children, and myself,
to take some exercise without the necessity of venturing abroad. At
the back stood a handsome apple Tree that would provide us with an
abundance of fruit come Fall; would we still be here then, I
wondered?

Mrs. Johnston, I could see, found
the place distasteful—too small and dark, the very qualities that
rendered the place so appealing to me. Nevertheless, she began
making inquiries as to the rent and the terms. I had said little,
allowing Mrs. Johnston to take the lead, but when the Owner—a Mr.
Vanderbeek—named a price of forty dollars a week, I could not
stifle a little gasp. Mrs. Johnston (anxious, no doubt, that we
should find a House, whatever the cost) was about to give her
assent, when I heard my own Voice, firm and forthright.

“Come now, Sir,” I said. “You know
as well as I that within a short time the Government will be gone
from here, and you’ll be begging someone to occupy this House. Why,
even now, I cannot imagine you’ll find many takers, for nearly all
of those attached to the Government secured their lodging long ago.
I should think you would consider yourself lucky to receive no more
than half of what you’ve asked.”

There was some further haggling,
but in the end we agreed on thirty dollars, which seemed to me fair
enough. On our way back, Mrs. Johnston fretted over the size of the
House, apologized for taking me to the place, and nearly refused to
believe that I sincerely wished to live in it.

“Well,” she said at last, “I
suppose it will do as your … Temporary Residence.” She
laughed gaily at her little pleasantry. “And I must say, Sister,
you were so remarkably forceful in bringing down the Man’s
price. You were right, of course, he was expecting far too much for
such a hovel. But I should never have been able to bargain with him
as you did!”

I shrugged off her compliment, but
in Truth it pleased me to hear it. It is odd indeed that what for
Mrs. Johnston appears to come as easily as breathing—making idle
chit-chat with Strangers, and plucking topics for genteel
Conversation out of the thin air—is for me a daunting and near
impossible task; while negotiating a fair price in some business
dealing—a thing I have never hesitated to do—strikes her as
commensurate with one of the Labors of Hercules! I pray that Mr.
Iredell (who himself pays less attention than he should to matters
of Economy) will be equally impressed at my accomplishment in
procuring us such inexpensive lodging. And I pray daily—nay,
hourly!—for his safe arrival.

 


From Arthur Iredell to James
Iredell:

Gravesend, England, July 27,
1790

My Dear Brother,

Thank God my Mother is at length
within a few hours of embarking on board the New York … May the voyage be no less propitious
than the circumstances under which it will commence. The only one I
have to regret is the necessity I am under of drawing upon you for
one half of the passage money…

The seeing a mother, whom you have
not seen for so many years, possessing as you both do great
sensibility, will be an affecting, interesting scene, and it will
engross all your thoughts. Instead of apologising therefore for the
shortness of, I shall entreat you to forgive the length of this
letter…

Friday, July 30, 1790

I thank the Lord that he has come
at last—my own dear Husband—safe and well, only rather fatigued
from the Journey.

Yesterday afternoon Sam sent
Hannibal to tell us that a Ship from Edenton was then docking in
the Harbor, and—forgetting all my alarm and anxiety about this
City’s streets, and particularly those fetid, crowded alleys in the
neighborhood of the Harbor—I grabbed up the Children and raced out
the door with Sarah, stopping only to put on a clean apron and
glance quickly at myself in the glass (alas, the pox has left my
Face with some few marks, but fortunately not deep). Sarah seemed
as eager as I—for of course, Mr. Iredell would be accompanied by
Peter; no doubt she has suffered anxiety on Peter’s Account, just
as I have suffered it on Mr. Iredell’s, though she has spoken of
him little.

The Ship was just tying up when we
found the Dock, and Sam was already there (Mrs. Johnston had
pleaded indisposition, but I suspect she preferred not to pick her
way through the pigs’ leavings and offal that litter the Harbor
streets). And then, there was his dear face, beaming at us from the
Deck—oh, the Joy, the relief I felt, is beyond expression! Gone
were the distress, the despair, of the past two months and
more—gone the nights when I have sobbed myself to Sleep, yearning
for the comfort of my Husband’s presence—gone as well the base
Suspicions of his unfaithfulness to me; in their place was nothing
but the purest Happiness. It is almost worth enduring prolonged
pain and anxiety, in order to experience such giddy wonderment
when—in the stroke of an instant—they are gone.

We made a merry procession through
the Streets, me pointing out the sights to Mr. Iredell as though I
were a native New Yorker—there the Fly Market, there the Federal
Hall, there the Exchange, where Mr. Iredell will take his seat on
the Supreme Court in just a few days time. One might have thought
I’d been promenading daily in the Streets, instead of burrowing
into my dark little Dutch-built hole and dispatching Sarah to
attend to any errands that needed doing. It so happened that we met
our old Friends Mr. and Mrs. Pollok on our way, and they exclaimed
over Mr. Iredell and inquired after their acquaintance in Edenton;
we are now engaged to dine with them tomorrow afternoon, and I find
myself almost eager to attend. Though there are likely to be
Strangers at the table, I feel confident that I can do nearly
anything, now that Mr. Iredell is by my side.

I had then a few Moments of
anxiety; for when we arrived at the door of our little House, which
I proudly presented to Mr. Iredell, I could see a cloud of dismay
pass over his features.

“I know it’s nothing grand, of
course,” I said quickly as I showed him our few rooms, “but it’s
only till Fall. And the location, you know, is quite central. Did I
tell you how cheap it came? The Gentleman asked for much more, of
course, but I”—

“Hannah, my dear.” He drew me close
to him, and I breathed deep of his scent—sweat and stale tobacco,
but dear to me as the rarest perfume. “It’s a lovely little House,
a charming House.” He kissed me tenderly, then held me at arms’
length and smiled, the edges of his eyes crinkling just as I
remembered them. “It’s only that … there will be more of us living
in it than you expected.”

He then sat me down and began to
tell me some momentous News: there had been a Letter waiting for
him in Edenton, from his brother, Arthur, in England. Now it was
his Voice that was a-tremble; he gripped the edge of a tea
table, and I could see tears forming in his eyes. Mr. Iredell has
never been one to hide strong Emotion.

“In short, Hannah, he is sending to
us one who is very dear to me—as dear as Life itself—and whom I
trust and pray will soon become equally dear to you—someone I have
longed for you to meet since first I came to know and love you.”
His face now spread into a broad grin, as he announced, with
outstretched hands, “My Mother!”

I was struck dumb for a moment.
Though Mr. Iredell had long talked of bringing his Mother from
England to live with us—a Mother he has not seen since he left his
native land some twenty-two years since—there had always been some
obstacle to the Plan: at some times her understandable reluctance
to part with all that was familiar to her, at so advanced an age;
at others, her Health, which I had understood was not such as to
permit her to undertake an arduous sea Voyage. I had come to
believe that the yearned-for Reunion between Mother and Son would
never come to pass.

As Mr. Iredell chattered on about
when we might expect his Mother to arrive, and where in the House
she could be lodged, I found myself gripped by apprehension. I had
long yearned for a Mother—a Mother to replace my own, ripped
cruelly from me by Death when I was but a Child of three. But old
Mrs. Iredell, I knew, had not been pleased that her eldest Son had
chosen an American as his bride; she had hoped he would return home
and marry an English girl. Might she not still hold me to blame for
his settling permanently in this Country, and causing so long a
separation? And even aside from that stroke against me, would she
not perhaps find me unworthy, in my person and my Character, to be
the Wife of her darling Son—who was, from what I have discerned,
always her favorite?

“Do you think,” I began with some
hesitation, interrupting Mr. Iredell’s consideration of the various
Bedchambers, “do you think she will find me to her
liking?”

“My sweet Hannah!” said Mr.
Iredell, shaking his head at me, “But how could she not? Only be
free and easy—don’t fret and measure every word, as though it were
the last precious coin in your purse. For my Mother has a lively
disposition, and she does relish a good Conversation.”

These words served to cheer and
fortify me somewhat, and now that I have had some time to consider
the matter, I am becoming rather eager to welcome Mrs.
Iredell—Mother—into our home. For I sorely miss the presence of a
Friend, someone in whom I can confide and trust entirely—someone
who might become what Nelly has been to me (I mean no offense to
this little Book in which I write—but it cannot take the place of a
living, breathing Soul). I have nearly despaired, now, of seeing
Nelly herself again, for Mr. Iredell has brought with him news that
she is expecting a Child; and though I am heartily glad on her
Account, I confess that, selfishly, I felt a shiver of dismay when
I heard it: with a Babe in tow, it will be far more difficult for
her to keep her promise and pay me a visit.

From the Gazette of the United
States, New York, New York:

August 4, 1790

On Monday last the Supreme Court
of the United States met at the Exchange, in this city. Present,
his honor Chief Justice Jay; associate Judges, their honors James
Wilson, William Cushing, John Blair and James Iredell,
Esquires; Hon. E. Randolph, Esq., Attorney General. Adjourned till
yesterday, when the Court again met, and adjourned till February
next…

Wednesday, August 4, 1790

The Court made a fine spectacle on
its opening day, all the Judges looking solemn and distinguished in
their wigs and robes—my own Husband, to my mind, appearing the
finest of them all. I was seated next to Mrs. Jay, whose appearance
was so grand and haughty that I could think of scarcely a word to
say to her; but fortunately there was little call for Conversation,
as we had only a few minutes before the Court was brought to order,
and I excused myself to go and greet my Husband nearly as soon as
the proceedings were adjourned. But what proceedings! Aside from
the reading of Mr. Iredell’s letters patent, and a few other
administrative matters, they consisted of nothing more than the
admission of a few Gentlemen to the Bar. And from what Mr. Iredell
has told me of his Southern Circuit, the Courts he held there did
little more.

It pains me to think that we have
endured all this travail and uprooting for so paltry a business;
but Mr. Iredell assures me that things will be altered soon—that
Federal statutes will be enacted, Federal cases brought, great
Federal questions decided. We shall see. A part of me, I confess,
is in hopes that Mr. Iredell’s prediction is mistaken, for if the
Court continues to lack for business, perhaps I shall be able to
prevail on him to resign his Post and allow us all to return to
Edenton.

Indeed, I made such an Argument to
him only last night, but to no avail. I could not help speaking my
mind, for we have had a terrible disappointment. Mr. Iredell
returned home late from a meeting with the other Judges with the
news that in fact, there is to be no Rotation of Circuits—that he
and Mr. Rutledge are expected to endure the adversities of the
Southern Circuit in perpetuity, when the other Circuits are far
shorter and are known to have better roads! The matter appears to
have been determined at the very first Meeting of the Court, last
February, when neither Mr. Iredell nor Mr. Rutledge was
present—indeed, before Mr. Iredell had even received his
Commission.

We both sat for a moment, after he
had imparted this intelligence, in a state of mournful Shock. He
assured me that he would make his case to his Colleagues when next
they met—he had been taken so much by surprise yesterday evening
that he been scarcely able to speak—and surely the arrangement
would then be altered. Poor Mr. Iredell; to have his new
Colleagues—Gentlemen whom, I know, he holds in the highest
regard—treat him so shabbily; it must have been a stunning blow
indeed.

I should, I see now, have tried to
offer him comfort, but instead I forced him to comfort me. For a
panic at the thought of my own Situation seized me: to have him
gone again for Months, so soon, and exposed to God knows what
perils! And my Brother and his family gone as well—for Sam has been
concerned that his fields are being neglected, and he intends to
return to Hayes until Congress meets again in the Winter. I fell to
my knees before Mr. Iredell, and, like a Supplicant, took both his
hands in mine. “No please—please, dear Lord!—do not leave me again
for weeks on end, alone and friendless, fearing every minute that
some disaster has befallen you on the Road. Please, my dear Mr.
Iredell, resign this post and let us go home to Edenton and resume
the peaceful, quiet life that suited us so well!”

Tears were coursing down my
cheeks—I could not stop them. Mr. Iredell took me into his arms and
held me close. It pained him beyond measure to see me so
distressed, he said softly into my ear, but there was no question
of his resigning; did I not recall what we had discussed, when he
had decided to accept the Position? How essential it was for Men
such as himself to assist in the great project of knitting this
vast and fractured terrain into one unified Nation? Why, even now
there were signs—near every day—that the whole Endeavor might come
to naught, States flying off in all directions like sparks from a
Roman candle. No, returning to Edenton was unthinkable. And as for
the more selfish considerations of the Climate, and the Children’s
health—well, surely he need scarcely remind me of those. Nor should
I be alone and friendless while he was gone, for had we not many
acquaintances from Carolina now residing in this City? Not to
mention his Mother—whose ship, with luck and a fair wind, will have
docked in New York before the time comes for him to
leave.

Although the thought of our
Carolina acquaintance failed to cheer me (for these were people I
knew only slightly, and on whom I should no doubt be expected to
pay tiresome calls), I managed to take some comfort in the thought
of having old Mrs. Iredell to keep me company. And I shall have my
Children as well, of course—my greatest comfort, indeed, for when I
look into their clear, unclouded eyes, I can for a time become as
unconcerned as they are with the cares that otherwise weigh me
down. It is to their Welfare, and their nurture—and their small,
soothable Distresses—that I shall happily devote myself.

Wednesday, August 18,
1790

I have been caught up in a
veritable Hurricane of social gatherings, these last few weeks,
with Mr. Iredell by my side—levees, and Dinners, and teas, and
theater parties. The leading Ladies of the City all have their
evenings: Mrs. Knox, the wife of the Secretary of War, on
Wednesday; Mrs. Jay on Thursday; Mrs. Washington on Friday. All of
these involve a great deal of curtsying and bowing, and the
ceremonial ingesting of tea or coffee; but one is required to stay
no more than half an hour, during which a few mild pleasantries
concerning the Summer heat or the Government’s impending move are
exchanged. Mrs. Washington’s evening was so crowded that one could
scarcely enter the Room, and the din was such that (to my secret
relief) even the most cursory attempt at Conversation would clearly
have been futile. Even so, I stuck close by Mr. Iredell’s side, my
heart pounding at the thought that the Throng might inadvertently
separate us; while he forged ahead, gaily greeting those of his
acquaintance on this side and that, so that together we must have
resembled a grand frigate at full sail with a reluctant skiff in
tow.

It was at Mrs. Washington’s that I
was introduced to Mr. Iredell’s colleague Mr. James Wilson, of whom
Mr. Iredell has often spoken with great awe. Indeed, Mr. Wilson’s
name has long been known to me—as to many others—as one of those
few Gentlemen who had the honor of signing both our Declaration of
Independence and our Constitution, and as one of the most brilliant
legal Characters in the Nation. They say he is quite wealthy, as
well. Mr. Iredell presented me to him with great fanfare, but I
fear neither of us made a particularly favorable Impression on the
other; for I scarcely managed a smile before he was off, perhaps to
greet someone of greater importance. All I recall is a tall
Gentleman with a round face and a small nose that he held high in
the air, a pair of Spectacles perched precariously upon
it.

And that was one of my more
successful encounters! I have endeavored my utmost to ape the ways
of those fashionable Ladies who abound here, the Wives of Gentlemen
attached to the Government as well as those who are members of New
York Society: their Manner so easy as to be almost languid; their
smiles somehow at once both cool and inviting; their wit ever at
the ready; their Dress cut to the latest style, so as to show off
their bosoms to great (indeed, some might say scandalous)
advantage. But alas, my efforts have led me only into embarrassing
blunders—or one such, at least. At Mrs. Knox’s last week (my first
“evening,” which gave me a severe case of Nerves), I was sure the
Gentleman Mr. Iredell and I were conversing with was the Secretary
of the Treasury, Mr. Hamilton, and so I called him by that name.
There was a moment of awkward Silence, at the end of which the
Gentleman said, “Madam, you do me too great an honor; it is not the
Secretary of the Treasury to whom you address yourself, but merely
the Secretary of State.”

I was immediately mortified—not to
have recognized the famous Mr. Jefferson! And to have confused him
with one who is, from what Mr. Iredell tells me, rather repugnant
to him! I fear I turned a deep shade of crimson; great torrents of
tears threatened to pour from me, and I felt I could not remain in
the Room another second. Mr. Iredell later assured me that Mr.
Jefferson had taken not the slightest offense, and I imagine now
that he was right (why, after all, should an eminence such as Mr.
Jefferson care that an obscure personage like myself had confused
him with Mr. Hamilton?); but in that moment it seemed to me the
World had never before witnessed such a faux-pas. I
whispered to Mr. Iredell that we must leave at once; and he
complied, though I know he was greatly disappointed. Once in the
Street, I could hold back the tears no longer, and I was still
shaking when we at last entered our house.

To my exquisite shame, this trivial
incident has haunted me ever since, a ghost that springs out upon
me from the recesses of my Mind in unguarded moments. I relive it
in excruciating vividness while slicing potatoes in the Kitchen
with Sarah—wince with mortification over it while letting down a
hem for Annie—groan audibly while lying awake in my bed. I have
even, when no one is looking, slapped my own face as punishment, so
hard as to leave a red hand print on my cheek. I know not what
distresses me more—that I committed the error, or that I have not
the wit to simply laugh it off, as a Mrs. Jay or a Mrs. Adams
surely would have done. What Mr. Iredell has told me is true: the
mistake would have amounted to nothing had I but treated it as
such.

Ah, if only I had the composure of
one of those characters in a novel of Society, able to toss off a
clever quip or smooth reply in the most awkward of circumstances.
My brain has teemed, in the days since our Encounter, with
responses to Mr. Jefferson that, if not sparkling, would at least
have been such as to spare me further embarrassment. “Why, Sir, the
honor is all mine,” I might have said, with a careless smile. “I
know not how the Cabinet is ranked, but I can think of no greater
pleasure than to make the acquaintance of a Gentleman whose
reputation has so illustriously preceded him.” But characters in
Novels needn’t think on their feet, of course; the authors who
place words in their mouths may take days or even weeks to compose
and polish the conversation of their creations—a luxury in which
those of us made of flesh and blood are not permitted to
indulge.

Today, indeed, I am in such a state
of anxiety that I confess I have actually resorted to the pages of
Fiction for guidance; for we have been invited to the President’s
House for dinner tomorrow, and I fear it will prove my severest
Trial yet. I thumbed through Mrs. Burney’s Evelina, and the
third volume of The History of Emily Montague (the only one
I could lay to hand), in hopes of discovering some elegant dinner
party scene in which the various characters outdid themselves in
clever repartee. But alas, all I could find in my frantic search
were various depictions of attempted seduction, or other situations
in which the Heroine delivered herself of outraged variations on
the theme, “Fie on you, Sir!” It seems unlikely that such
monologues will prove useful at the President’s table. I now see
what people mean when they say that Novels impart no useful
information!

Friday, August 20, 1790

I thought I should faint yesterday
as we approached the grand Mansion near the Trinity Church,
surrounded by carefully tended gardens, with the President’s
gleaming white coach-and-six standing idle next to the stable. It
seemed I could scarcely catch my breath, and the nearby trees and
buildings suddenly took on an alarming aspect of fluidity. Mr.
Iredell had no black velvet coat and breeches to wear, nor could we
afford to procure him any, and my own gown was several seasons out
of date; would his new silver shoe buckles and the blue ribbons I
had purchased for my hair render us sufficiently presentable? Would
I unknowingly commit some breach of the rigid etiquette all
visitors to the President’s House are expected to observe? Would
there be a repeat—dear Lord forbid it!—of the sort of appalling
incident I had experienced with Mr. Jefferson?

In the end, it was not nearly so
bad as I had feared; indeed, I was saved by that very etiquette
whose breach I had so much dreaded. For all the guests appeared to
be waiting to take their instruction from the President, who
remained mute as a stone. There was a hush of expectancy, as at a
Theater just before the entertainment is to begin—indeed, the Table
was set as elaborately as a stage, decorated in the middle with
fruits and artificial flowers and small replicas of the National
flag. But the curtain, as it were, refused to rise. As the
sumptuous Meal was served, course after course (soup to start,
followed by fish roasted and boiled, Gammon and fowls, apple pies
and pudding and fruit—practically none of which I could bring
myself to eat, for my Stomach was in a knot), the minutes ticked by
in excruciating silence, the only sounds the pinging of silver
against China, here and there a muted cough, and the tapping of the
President’s fork, which he occasionally struck idly against the
edge of the table. The room could have been no quieter, I
reflected, had I myself been the Host.

At length, after the Cloth had been
removed, the President filled a glass of wine and began to drink
with great formality the health of every individual by name around
the table. This was followed by a general buzz of “Health, Madam,”
or “Health, Sir.”A semblance of conversation then ensued, sparked
by the President telling a story of a New England clergyman who had
lost a hat and wig in passing a River; he smiled at the end of it,
and everyone else laughed. Others then, encouraged, sallied forth;
there was some discussion of the Theater season, and the success of
Mr. Dunlap’s play, which the President said he had heartily
enjoyed.

Now that the Silence had been
relieved by a conversation that did not appear to require my
participation, I felt my nerves begin to relax a little. The
Gentleman to my Right—who had been presented to me as Mr. Maclay, a
Senator from Pennsylvania, and who it cheered me to see was, like
Mr. Iredell, not clad in the requisite black Velvet—now began to
whisper occasional remarks in my ear. I suppose I should have taken
offense at this effrontery, but I found his observations so amusing
that I could not help but smile. When a heavy-featured Gentleman at
the other end of the table went on for several minutes, in a slow
and deliberate manner, about recent intelligence concerning the
political situation in France, this Mr. Maclay identified him to me
as Mr. Ellsworth, a Senator from Connecticut. “Endless Ellsworth,
we call him in the Senate,” he said drily. And when Mr. Adams took
up the same subject, crossing his hands importantly over his round
Belly, Mr. Maclay again leaned towards me and shielded his mouth
with his hand. “The Gentleman is so fond of titles,” he whispered,
“that we have conferred on him that of `His Rotundity.’ ” A laugh
nearly escaped me at that, but I managed to disguise it as a
cough.

I had quite lost the thread of the
conversation, thanks to Mr. Maclay’s distractions, but a moment
later I heard a Gentleman refer to what he termed Homer’s
description of Aeneas carrying his father out of flaming Troy.
“Virgil,” I could not help but mutter under my breath; for
Sam’s library at Hayes contains a translation of the Aeneid, and I
had taken great pleasure in reading the passage in my youth. Mr.
Maclay must have overheard me, though I did not intend it, for he
leaned towards me once again and remarked softly, “Quite right, my
dear Lady—and if he had ever read it himself, he would
know.”

Eventually the Ladies withdrew from
the Table, and the most difficult part of the evening commenced;
for I have found that when Ladies are left to themselves, with no
men to crowd the stage, the Contest to outshine one another in wit
and eloquence often becomes more heated. But Mrs. Washington,
thankfully, was kind and solicitous of me; when I confessed to
suffering from homesickness, she smiled warmly—revealing a set of
lovely white teeth—and assured me that she heartily wished herself
back in Virginia. It gave me some comfort to hear that I was not
alone in my distaste for life in the Capital—that indeed, the
President’s Lady herself not only understood but shared my
sentiments.

“We must bear up, you and I,” she
said, placing her hand gently on my arm. “For the sake of our
Husbands, and our Country. It is a great endeavor these Gentleman
are engaged in, and though I daresay no History will record the
role we play in these matters, we must play it
nonetheless.”

I nodded gravely, vowing to take
her words to heart; and a moment later there came a knock at the
door, signaling that the Gentlemen had finished their Port and
Brandy and were ready to collect us. It so happened that we left
the House at the same moment as Mr. Maclay, who bid us farewell
with a slight bow.

“It was a pleasure, Madam,” he
said, “to take Dinner in the company of a Lady who doesn’t feel
obliged to prattle on about nothing in particular—and who knows her
Homer from her Virgil!”

I felt a blush come over my face,
and Mr. Iredell smiled broadly. But later, as we turned from
Broadway onto Wall Street, he remarked that he was glad I had made
such a favorable impression, but that I should be careful who I
charmed. “Your Brother says that Senator Maclay is not fully to be
trusted. Apparently he’s taken it into his head that he’s the only
true democrat in a den of Monarchists, and takes every conceivable
opportunity to ridicule and rail against his
colleagues.”

I reflected that Mr. Maclay’s jests
had been rather disrespectful; and I was seized with regret
that the one Gentleman I had contrived somehow to impress proved to
be one whom it was better to avoid. Ah well, at least these social
engagements are likely to subside soon, as those attached to the
Government take their leave of this place. The President departs in
a week’s time, and Sam and his Family have already embarked for
Carolina—Sam eager to plant some tomato seeds he obtained from Mr.
Jefferson (he scoffs at the notion, held by many, that the fruits
are poisonous). Mrs. Johnston’s Sister, Mrs. Mackenzie, is with
child, and she and her Husband will be lodged at Hayes during her
confinement. But Sam has assured me that he will return here before
the end of October, in order to assist me in moving to
Philadelphia; for it is uncertain whether Mr. Iredell will be
finished with his Circuit before the Weather turns cold and travel
becomes difficult. Most likely Mr. Iredell won’t return here at
all, but will simply come to us in Philadelphia.

Ah, how I dread Mr. Iredell’s
departure! And yet, I keep reminding myself, I shall have his
Mother here by my side in his stead. Indeed, last night, after
Dinner at the President’s house, I had a dream that Mrs. Iredell
had arrived, and she was all that I ever wished for in a Mother:
kind and lively and wise. I felt all my cares, all my silly fears,
all my Melancholy melt away, replaced by a steady warmth as
palpable as that which radiates from a fire. The oddness of the
dream lay in this: that old Mrs. Iredell’s face was exactly that of
Mrs. Washington.

Monday, September 13,
1790

Mr. Iredell must be off tomorrow,
and still no sign of his Mother! Needless to say it pains him
greatly to leave without so much as a glimpse of her—and it pains
me too, to think that I must greet her without him. But there is
nothing for it, he must meet Mr. Rutledge at Augusta to hold the
Georgia Court on the fifteenth of next month. Imagine how
disappointed Mr. Rutledge would be to travel all the way from
Charleston and discover that, because of Mr. Iredell’s absence, the
Court was to fail for want of a quorum!

Ah, surely Mr. Iredell suffers from
this cursed court System as well as I. But Mr. Jay has written a
Letter to the President, urging that the practice of Circuit riding
is both inexpedient and contrary to the Constitution—the draft was
delivered to Mr. Iredell just this morning. Something to the effect
that as the Circuit Courts are subordinate to the Supreme Court,
the same Men cannot serve as Judges of both. Certainly the
President will not be able to ignore a missive subscribed by all
six Justices of the Supreme Court!

The Children have both been ill
this week, Annie complaining of an earache and James coughing in
the alarming fashion I know to be a sign of the Croup. Mr. Iredell
was all for summoning the Doctor, but I thought we might spare
ourselves the expense. We have found a decent Apothecary’s shop not
far from here, and I was able to wet some cotton wool with sweet
oil and Paregoric for Annie’s ear, and to prepare a mixture of
camphor, spirits of wine, and Hartshorn for Jamie. They have begun
to show signs of improvement, but I know it adds to Mr. Iredell’s
anxiety, and to my own, for him to leave when they are not in the
best of Health.

And yet, for all that I know he is
genuinely reluctant to take his leave of us, I also detect in him a
certain—well, I should not say eagerness exactly, but a sort of
Anticipation: though his body is still with us, I sense that his
mind is already roving over the Roads he will soon travel, thinking
on whom he may meet and what legal questions may come before him.
Complain as he will, I am convinced—from what he has told me of his
previous Circuit—that a part of him enjoys it all: arriving in some
outpost as the representative of the National Government, being
feted by the leading Families, delivering a charge to the Grand
Jury that the local newspaper requests for publication.

And, if I am to be truly honest, I
must confess that some part of myself regards Mr. Iredell’s
departure with a degree of relief. Oh, I would give anything to
have him remain, of course; but the thought has occurred to me that
once he has gone I needn’t go out so much. If I choose to stay home
with my Children and my books on occasion rather than to prance
about paying visits, or attending at levees and evening parties,
who will be here to chide me for it? These last few weeks,
following about in Mr. Iredell’s wake, I have been nearly free of
the Melancholy that often plagues me in his absence; but the effort
of it has left me exhausted. Sometimes it strikes me that he is
like a shimmering, quick-running current of Water, and I am the
rock over which he continually courses—giving me life and vigor,
yet wearing me down in the process.

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
September 15, 1790

… We arrived here today after a
very agreeable Journey about two o’clock… I like what I have seen
of this City very much.

… Give my tenderest love and a
kiss to each of our dear children, and remember me as you know I
would wish to be to my other friends. God grant I may receive a
favorable letter tomorrow! …

From Hannah Iredell to James
Iredell:

To be left till called for at the
Post Office in Baltimore

New York, New York, September 15,
1790

… Could you wish a more obedient
Wife, my dear Mr. Iredell? I wrote you last night, and am now
attempting another letter. Indeed, writing to you and attending to
my Children will be the most pleasing amusement I shall have in
your absence.

Our dear Children both continue
better, they seem to have got quite rid of their disorders. James
has been fretful this afternoon, but it appeared to me to have been
occasioned altogether by his teeth… Annie never had finer spirits
in her life than she has now. She seems very anxious that I should
give a good account of her to you.

I had a Letter this evening from
Mr. Tredwell of the 31st August…
Nelly was not very well, but wished very much to come and stay with
me while you were from home. I know of nothing that would give me
greater satisfaction, if she could come without too great risk to
herself. Sea sickness and the small pox would prove too much for
her in her present situation …

… Mrs. Romaine and Mrs. Williamson
drank tea with me; and Mrs. Jay did me the honor to call for half
an hour. I wish you had been here. Where shall I get the spirits to
pay all the social debts I owe, now that I have not you to go with
me?

You are so good that I know I need
not ask you to write often to me, though I shall expect to hear
from you by every opportunity… Yesterday I had a fever the greatest
part of the day but am quite well now. See what long letters I
write! Do not you think I shall expect to be paid at least line for
line, not written in so great a hurry?

How much pleasure it would give me
if Nelly would come, but it is too much to expect. My God, when
shall I have the happiness of seeing you again? Heaven bless you,
my dearest Mr. Iredell. Take care of yourself—that, I shall always
repeat, is a thing of the greatest consequence to your ever
affectionate

H. Iredell

Sarah sends her love to Peter, she
is well.

Wednesday, September 22,
1790

Old Mrs. Iredell—Mother, as I must
accustom myself to calling her—arrived at last two days since, on
the 20th. She is not quite as I expected, but a very charming and
friendly Lady indeed. Her good cheer is such that she seemed
scarcely disappointed at the absence of her son—”Ah well,” she
said, “if I have waited this long to see Jemmy, I suppose a few
more weeks makes little difference.” Her vitality was hardly
affected by the sea Voyage, and she appeared to have made friends
with a good many other passengers—even some of the crew, who bade
her a raucous and hearty farewell as she left the Ship. One of the
sailors even asked where he might find her, while the ship was
still docked here, but as Mother did not yet know our Address, and
as I did not think it proper to give it to him, he was left
unsatisfied.

As we were leaving, the Captain
approached me and demanded, in a rather ill-mannered tone, the
remainder of Mrs. Iredell’s—Mother’s—passage money, some forty
pounds. I was taken aback, because Mr. Iredell had given me to
understand that his Brother Arthur would be paying the whole of the
passage, but Mrs. Iredell told me that Arthur had only been able to
afford half, and indeed I later discovered that there was a letter
from him to this effect among her belongings.

I have not much left from what Mr.
Lenox advanced to me on Mr. Iredell’s account; I hope it will be
possible to draw on him for more. Our Finances are indeed in a
sorry state. I must try to exercise more economy, although I am
hard pressed to see how. Better to remind Mr. Iredell to collect on
the monies that are owed him in Carolina, although I know such
dunning tasks are not to his liking. The situation is beginning to
make me feel most anxious.

But Mrs. Iredell has good spirits
enough for both of us. Her complexion is ruddy and her constitution
sound, her only apparent infirmity being an attack of Rheumatism in
her right leg—and were it not for that, I think she would join
right in with the Children’s games of running and jumping. The
Children are quite taken with her, for she has already enthralled
them with fairy stories she learned in Ireland in her youth, and
which she relates with great vivacity. They are the only
Grandchildren she has at present, and she is full of praise for
their looks and their sweet tempers and quick wit—all of which,
need it be said, endears her to me no end. We are bound, at least,
if not by Blood itself, then by affection for those who share our
Blood.

I had thought that she would be
fatigued after her Journey, and—seeing that Mr. Iredell was no
longer here, and that she might require peace and Privacy—arranged
things so that she would have my bed Chamber, whilst I would make
do with a bed in the parlor. The arrangement suits her quite well,
but I fear it will take its toll on me, for she is content to
remain awake long after my usual time of retiring, sitting in Mr.
Iredell’s chair by the fireplace and chatting away with great
animation, so that there is no way for me to go to
sleep.

Last night near 11 o’clock, when I
was quite fatigued and imagined that she, at her age, would be
ready to retire for the night, she instead turned to me and said,
“My dear, I feel a powerful thirst coming on. Have you any more of
that Ale we drank at supper? And perhaps some bread and cheese to
accompany it?”

After I brought what she requested,
and she had slaked her Hunger and thirst to some degree, I thought
she might at last move towards her bed chamber. For the candle was
burning low, and my eyes were now blurred with weariness. But
Mother showed no inclination to end the conversation.

“Ah, this leg of mine,” she sighed,
rubbing her right thigh. “It gives me no end of trouble, and the
Doctors can do nothing for it—for I have tried them, a number of
them, though Arthur always objected to the expense. But I reminded
him that he has but one Mother, indeed but one Parent living, and
that he would suffer torments of remorse after I’d gone to my grave
if he did not do what he could to restore me to a condition in
which I could at least take a few steps without pain. And so he
agreed, but grudgingly. It did no good in the end, though—those
Doctors will put on a grave countenance, pretend to a great deal of
skill and knowledge, and then merely guess at what might make a
body feel better.”

“Yes,” I began, thinking to suggest
some remedies for the Rheumatism that I had reason to believe were
efficacious, “I quite agree—”

“Although there was one doctor who
prescribed a Cordial I became very fond of, very fond indeed—it had
no effect on my ability to walk, mind you, but it helped a great
deal with the pain, so that although I knew I was in pain, I didn’t
really mind, do you see?”

“I suppose—”

“But then Arthur said I was using
too much of it, I shouldn’t have it any more, and that was that.
Arthur seems to have the impression that he is the Parent and I the
Child, really he treated me with barely any respect whatsoever—I
won’t repeat the things he’s said to me, my dear, it would shock
you. It’s a terrible thing to say about one’s own Son, but I
confess I wasn’t sorry to part with him, not at all—and he was
delighted to see the last of me, I warrant you!”

This only confirmed for me the
impression of Arthur I had already formed, but still it seemed a
harsh statement, coming from a Mother; before I could express
surprise, however, Mother continued.

“Ah, but I am fortunate to have two
other Sons who still respect their Mother as they should, and who
will make my remaining years a pleasure rather than a trial, I am
sure. And a Daughter as well, such a sweet, kind Daughter—and your
two lovely Babes!” Then she stopped, shook her head fondly at me,
and softly repeated the word Daughter. “Ah, to say `Daughter’ after
all these years—nothing but Sons for me—it brings my heart such
joy! A Son is a wonderful thing, to be sure, but how I have yearned
for a Daughter.” She patted my arm and smiled, tears brimming in
her rheumy eyes.

Tears now came to my own eyes,
adding to the blur of weariness. “And I have waited nearly my whole
life to say `Mother,’ “ I replied, so moved by the Harmony of our
sentiments that I forgot, for the moment, not only my surprise at
her harshness towards Arthur but also my fatigue.

And yet, grateful as I am to have a
Mother at last, I have become so accustomed to keeping my own
Company, and having long periods of quiet and solitude, that it is
not easy for me to adjust to her constant conversation. She does
not seem to be one for reading, and walking or moving about is
sometimes painful to her. And so, conversing with me is her only
Pastime. (Indeed, I write this in the Kitchen because to do it in
the parlor, with Mother so close at hand, would be impossible; she
is under the impression that I am making preparations for Dinner.)
I suppose we should pay some calls, as I had intended, for at least
she would then have someone else to talk to; and yet I hesitate,
for I am not sure that her Manner, so simple and direct, would be
well received in these parts.

The Children are both sleeping—poor
dears, they are still unwell—and I have sent Sarah out to buy some
dry Mustard for Mother’s Rheumatism. Her son (not Mr. Iredell,
fortunately, but his Brother Tom) suffers from the same complaint,
with the wet climate in Edenton causing him a good deal of misery,
and I have sometimes been able to provide him relief by means of a
plaster made of Mustard and water—though, if I remember correctly,
Horseradish leaves may be substituted for the Mustard, dried first
before the fire, then dipped in hot vinegar, and applied warm. (Ah,
would that old Sappho were still alive to advise me in these
healing arts! Sarah does not seem to remember nearly as many of her
recipes as I do—though Sappho was her Mother, and only my
Nurse.) If the plaster doesn’t prove efficacious, I suppose we can
send for Dr. Romaine; but we already owe him a good deal of
money.

I have had but two letters from Mr.
Iredell, the last written a week ago, from Philadelphia. Where is
he now, I wonder? Perhaps already in Edenton, where he intended to
stop for a few days on his way to Augusta, to see Sam and Nelly and
the rest. Ah, to be there again, even for a short while—to have an
actual conversation with Nelly, instead of the imaginary
ones I continually conduct with her in my Mind. I suppose it was
too much to expect that I should find in Mother an immediate
substitute for Nelly; yet perhaps, in time …

Well, Sam and his family, at least,
will return here soon, as promised, to assist me in moving my
Household to Philadelphia. I expect Mrs. Johnston’s Sister has been
delivered of a child by now, and if all has gone well, I suppose I
may look for them here within a few weeks. The Children miss their
Cousins and ask daily, it seems, when they will see them again. And
how I too yearn for their Arrival! For Sam will know all that must
be done in preparation for the Journey to Philadelphia; without
him, I would surely be lost.

From Hannah Iredell to Samuel
Tredwell:

New York, September 27,
1790

… I know not when I shall have it
in my power to visit your Mother, though I wish very much to do it.
I shall be prevented for some time at least by the arrival of Mr.
Iredell’s Mother, who got here the 20th after having had an eight
week’s passage and not one hour’s sickness the whole time. I lament
very much that Mr. Iredell could not have had the satisfaction of
seeing her before he set off. She is very cheerful and looks quite
hearty. I like her very much, she only talks a little too much for
me.

My dear little Children have not
recovered their health yet. They are some days better and then
worse again for a few days, so that I hardly ever get out of the
house. I need not tell you, I am sure, how happy it would have made
me to have had Nelly with me during Mr. Iredell’s absence—nothing
could have given me greater satisfaction—but it would be too
dangerous to her for me to desire it in her present Situation. But
I indulge myself in the hopes of seeing her some other time, I hope
not very distant.

Nursing, playing with, and
sometimes instructing my children form my principal amusement in
this large City, where every afternoon the whole people seem in
motion, either riding or walking.

Mrs. Iredell desires her
compliments to you and Nelly and all my friends…

From Samuel Johnston to Hannah
Iredell:



Hayes Plantation, near Edenton,
North Carolina, September 27, 1790

I had the pleasure of hearing of
you yesterday by Mr. Iredell, who notwithstanding his long and
fatiguing Journey, appears in perfect good health and no doubt will
write to you by this opportunity.

I wrote to you last week that Mrs.
McKenzie was lying in here. She was so unfortunate as to lose her
son on the fifth day after it was born. She is very weak and low
but as she has no unfavorable symptoms about her, I hope she will
do well and be more fortunate next time.

As I cannot ask Mrs. Johnston to
leave her sister till she recovers, this circumstance will
inevitably delay my return, so as to make it uncomfortable for you,
for the old Lady if she arrives, and for the children, to travel. I
would therefore advise you not to wait for me, though I will
endeavor to be with you as soon as possible. But as soon as Mrs.
Iredell is rested, and you think it unsafe to wait longer, you had
better proceed to Philadelphia, where Messrs. Hewes and Anthony
have provided houses for us. Mr. Lenox has been so obliging as to
offer to assist you in your removal and to accompany you to
Philadelphia if necessary…

… If I do not come to you in New
York, I shall certainly meet you at Philadelphia on your arrival or
very soon after…

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Edenton, North Carolina, September
28, 1790

… Your brother now almost repents
his having left New York. It is his intention to go for you as soon
as he can, but as … the condition of Mrs. McKenzie may make the
time uncertain, he wishes, and I earnestly do, that if you meet
with a good opportunity you should go to Philadelphia without
waiting for him, as soon after the middle of October as you can. At
the same time he thinks, as well as myself, that it would not do to
go in a common stage, as the early hours of their traveling might
endanger the health of all of you. He therefore mentioned you
hiring a coach, or, if you could command your own hours so as not
to be too early in the morning … and could meet with agreeable
company, your engaging the whole of a stage, which our company did
when we left New York. By all means put not the expense, whatever
it is, in competition with you and our dear children’s
health.

I think it very probable you may
be able to go with Mr. and Mrs. Pollok, which would be extremely
agreeable… So many will be going that I shall think it very
unfortunate if you don’t meet with some agreeable
company.

… I am greatly distressed that you
should be left in this manner to yourself—and so is your
brother—but I trust in God we shall all meet and spend a happy
winter in Philadelphia. I flatter myself I shall hear from you
today…

Remember me most dutifully and
affectionately to my mother, if arrived.

Tuesday, October 5, 1790

Mother’s leg is improved, though
whether the improvement is due to the Mustard plaster or the change
in the weather I cannot tell; she did a few days since suffer a fit
of lax, which she attributes to an intermittent disorder of the
Bowels she contracted aboard Ship.

But it is not her health that most
concerns me at the moment. Yesterday evening I witnessed such a
scene as I can scarcely credit, and which I pray will prove to be a
singular aberration in her behavior. In the afternoon—the weather
being fine, and Mother for the first time since she arrived being
neither lame nor ill—she expressed a desire to look about the City.
I had scarcely left the house myself since her arrival, what with
tending to her and nursing the Children, and I thought a short walk
would do us both some good. I therefore instructed Sarah to watch
the Children carefully (for they are still not entirely in robust
health), put on a clean apron, and set out with Mother.

She seemed less impressed than I
had expected—but, I suppose, having come from London, she finds
nothing particularly astonishing about New York. I led her, at a
slow pace, through the crowded streets, past the Federal Hall and
on to Broadway, then down past Trinity Church and what used to be
the President’s mansion, to the Bowling Green. I believe we passed
two or three People I should by rights have greeted; but I busied
myself with attending to Mother, pointing out this sight and that,
and prayed that these Gentlemen and Ladies would not notice me, not
recognize me, or consider me not worth troubling to speak with. In
this I was apparently successful. But it seemed that Mother barely
heeded my commentary, looking around instead at buildings that were
not the ones I was pointing out to her.

When we reached the Bowling
Green—which is quite a lovely place, with bricked paths running
under leafy poplars—Mother said she needed to rest on one of the
benches. I sat beside her for a while, noticing that she was
unusually quiet and ascribing it to fatigue.

“Ah, daughter, it may be some time
before I regain my strength,” she said at last, “and I know how
anxious you are to return to the Children. You needn’t stay with
me. Go on home now, I beg you, and I shall return presently at my
own speed.”

I protested that I must stay with
her, that she might have difficulty finding her way back or that
some other ill might befall her, but she insisted that she was
perfectly capable of managing on her own. It was true that I was
anxious about the Children, and it was no more than four blocks
back to our house; and so I relented and left her, though I felt
uneasy.

A full forty-five minutes passed at
home without any sign of her, and I saw rain clouds beginning to
threaten; soon, I knew, darkness would come on. Anxiety seized me:
even allowing Mother time to rest, and considering her slow pace,
she should be home by now. Throwing on a cloak, I returned to the
Bowling Green, retracing the route we had taken, but could not find
her either on the way there or back. The clouds unloosed their
contents, and I returned home soaked and distraught.

Sarah laid out Supper, but I was
unable to touch any of it, imagining all manner of horrors that
might have come Mother’s way. Perhaps, in the confusion of the
Storm, she had wandered into one of the more unsavory sections of
the City, where robbers—and worse—were known to prowl. A lame old
Woman would be defenseless against one of these brutes, and I
shuddered to think of her rain-drenched body lying lifeless in some
rubbish-strewn alleyway. To lose a Mother once more, to have death
again snap asunder bonds of affection that were just beginning to
form and strengthen! And poor, wretched Mr. Iredell—would he ever
recover from the shock of discovering that the longed-for reunion,
which he had come so close to effecting, was not to be? Would he,
could he, ever forgive me for allowing such a thing to happen while
his Mother was in my care?

I put the Children to bed and paced
the Parlor, unable to read or take up my needlework, pausing only
to peer out the small front window or stare into the fire, which
melted and danced through my tears. At last, when the hour was
going on ten o’clock and the wind and rain had quieted some, I
heard loud voices outside, one of which sounded distinctly like
Mother’s. I flung open the door and indeed, there she was at last,
and accompanied by two others, a Man and a Woman considerably
younger than herself, and dressed in shabby clothing. Mother
herself was disheveled in her appearance—her bonnet gone, her hair
wet and coming loose, a drop of rain poised to drip from the end of
her nose—and at first I surmised that some harm had come to her at
the hands of these two, that perhaps they were bringing her back to
me to make a demand of ransom.

But then I saw that they were all
three laughing merrily, and that Mother had an arm around the
shoulder of each of her companions. Evidently she had lost her
walking stick somewhere and needed their assistance. The three of
them were swaying slightly with their laughter, so that I feared
any further hilarity might cause them all to tumble like a line of
bowling pins.

Still uncertain as to the
circumstances, I exclaimed over Mother and thanked the couple for
escorting her home, but told them it would not be necessary for
them to enter the House. I offered Mother my shoulder to help her
inside, but as soon as I drew close to her I was struck by a strong
smell of Spirits, such as I have never encountered on a Lady
before, and on hardly any Gentlemen of my acquaintance. In the
light from the fire, I could see that her face was ruddier than
usual.

“Mother,” I said, when I had her
settled in a chair, straining to keep my voice calm, “what have you
been doing? Where have you been? Have you any idea how
anxious I have been about you these last several hours?”

She smiled and shrugged, appearing
not the least bit ashamed about her Condition. “I was overcome with
a powerful thirst of a sudden,” she said simply, “and so I decided
to break my journey home in one of the Taverns along the
way.”

“You went into a Tavern?
Alone?”

Again she shrugged, this time
accompanying the gesture with a yawn. “Such has been my custom in
London, and indeed, I have made a good many friends at some of the
better public houses there. This one, mind you, was not equal to
those I generally frequent at home, but I did become acquainted
with some merry folk, and we passed the time pleasantly
enough.”

I knew not what to say, and so sat
there for a few moments, my mouth hanging open. Small wonder that
Arthur was so eager to send his Mother across the Ocean,
then!

Mother’s head was now nodding
forward, her eyes fluttering closed, and it was all I could do to
get her to her bed (or my bed, as it used to be) and out of her wet
clothes. I left her there, snoring heavily, and sobbed myself to
sleep in the Parlor. Alas for poor Mr. Iredell, to find a Mother so
changed from his memories and expectations! Surely his
disappointment will be inexpressible. For my own, though
undoubtedly a mere shadow of what a true Daughter’s would be, is
almost too painful to bear.

And yet, perhaps it was nothing
more than an unfortunate accident—perhaps Mother, being of a
naturally friendly disposition, happened to strike up a connection
with People she did not realize were of the meanest sort, and who
led her astray. True, she said she was accustomed to frequenting
public houses in London, but for all I know there are some in that
City that are respectable enough; perhaps customs differ there. She
is still asleep now, but when she wakes I am in hopes she will
express regret and mortification over what occurred, and will
assure me that such a Scene will never again be
repeated.

Wednesday, October 6,
1790

Alas, what transpired yesterday
afternoon was yet more distressing—if that be possible—than what I
had witnessed the night before. While Mother was still snoring in
her bed, there came a knock at the door. As Sarah was hanging
Laundry in the garden (and as I was still too distracted to think
clearly), I went to answer it—only to discover, to my horror, Mrs.
Jay! Last week I had finally mustered the courage to call on her,
and was greatly relieved to find her not at home; but I was obliged
to leave my card, of course, and now she was repaying the
call.

Never have I met so elegant a lady
as Mrs. Jay: she was a Livingston before her marriage, her Family
one of the most distinguished in these parts, and her illustrious
Father a Governor of New Jersey. (My own Family is one of the most
distinguished in Carolina, to be sure; but I take it from Mrs.
Jay’s manner that having an Uncle who was Governor of North
Carolina is no match for having a Father who was Governor of New
Jersey—no more than being the Wife of an obscure Associate Justice
of the Supreme Court compares with being the wife of the Chief
Justice.) She was wearing a rose-colored gown of the latest fashion
(to wit, immodestly cut) and a bonnet the size of Gibraltar,
complete with meadows of artificial flowers. Thinking of the
possibility of Mother staggering out from the bedroom in the Lord
knew what state of dishevelment, I felt my heart sink clear down to
my ankles.

I presented the Children to Mrs.
Jay (despite their lingering illnesses, they comported themselves
creditably) and sent them out to the garden with Sarah (for the sky
had at last cleared, and they needed the air), then hurried to the
kitchen to prepare Tea. When I returned a few minutes later, I saw
to my dismay that Mother had entered the Parlor in my absence and
was comfortably settled in my chair, chattering gaily to Mrs. Jay,
who wore a polite but inscrutable smile.

“Ah, Tea!” Mother exclaimed when
she saw me. “Such a considerate Daughter, to bring me my Tea when
I’ve just awakened—and with such a monster of a headache, the likes
of which I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.”

At least she had cleaned herself up
a bit this Morning: her hair was in place, and her cap pinned on.
But she was giving off a sour odor, and I could only pray that Mrs.
Jay was sitting upwind of her.

I poured Tea for the two of them—my
nerves so agitated that I fear my hand was shaking noticeably as I
did so—then quickly fetched another cup and a chair from the
kitchen for myself. I could barely speak, for added to my usual
nervousness in the presence of someone such as Mrs. Jay was the
heart-stopping knowledge that at any moment Mother might do or say
something unspeakably embarrassing, something that could endanger
Mr. Iredell’s Reputation and even his position on the Court. But in
truth, the visit was proceeding remarkably well: Mother was
regaling Mrs. Jay with the story of her Atlantic crossing, which
she had by now, in repeated tellings, polished to a fine tale, no
matter that each version varied a bit from the last. It was
difficult to see beneath Mrs. Jay’s thick veneer of politeness, but
from what I could tell she was genuinely charmed. I began to
breathe more normally: not only was Mother behaving presentably,
but she was also thoroughly relieving me of the burden of
entertaining Mrs. Jay. I even began to allow myself to imagine that
perhaps the previous evening had been but a fevered
Nightmare.

“How unfortunate,” Mrs. Jay now
said to Mother, “that Mr. Iredell did not stay a few days longer
before leaving on his Journey, so as to be here when you arrived.”
She shook her head sympathetically, the field of flowers waving as
though caressed by a breeze, and turned to me. “Ah, Mrs. Iredell,
our lot is a hard one, is it not? I have done little but fret about
Mr. Jay these last two days, him on the road to Hartford in all
this wind and rain!”

I felt a wave of dismay and
Fury—for the Road to Hartford was surely but a garden path compared
to what my own poor Husband was traversing. Why, at this very
moment Mr. Iredell might be mired in some foul Swamp, shaking with
Fever in a squalid tavern, swept off a bridge into a swollen River.
For a second I had a vision of tossing the contents of my teacup
into Mrs. Jay’s pale and beautiful face: her dark eyes wide in
surprise, brown liquid dripping from her chin.

I expect I would have thought
better of this impulse, but in any event I was prevented from
committing such a profound breach of Etiquette by a sharp knock
which then came at the door. As Sarah was still in the Garden I
again answered it myself, which proved to be a fortunate thing, for
there before me was the rough-looking Man who had escorted Mother
home the night before, now dressed somewhat better but wearing a
far less friendly demeanor.

“Where’s the old Lady?” he
demanded, attempting to peer past me into the Parlor. Although the
distance was not great, fortunately the Parlor was at such an angle
to the front door that I was fairly sure the man was not visible to
Mother or, more important, Mrs. Jay. But he had spoken loudly, and
I feared that his voice would carry.

“And what may your business be with
her, Mr… . ?” I said in a low tone, stepping outside and closing
the door behind me. The thought of conversing with this rough
Stranger made my head spin; yet the thought of him barging in on
Mother and Mrs. Jay was far worse.

“Carver, Madam, Mr. Carver. My
business,” he said, sneering, “my business is that
she owes me money, and I’m here to collect it.”

“Owes you, Sir? You mean, for her …
for her refreshment yesterday evening?” I glanced nervously behind
me at the door, desperate to return to the Parlor, for I had still
my lingering doubts about Mother’s sense of propriety. I reached
into my pocket, where I kept a few Shillings. “I should be glad to
repay you for that, as well as to offer you a Shilling for your
trouble in escorting her home, for which I assure you we are most
grateful.”

“Hah!” Mr. Carver shook his head at
the coins in my hand and laughed. “That won’t near cover what
she owes, Missus.”

Dear God, I thought, how much could
she have drunk?

“Didn’t she tell you,” he
continued, “that she had a run of bad luck, playing at Whist? No,
she didn’t tell you about that, then?”

Again I glanced at the door behind
me, feeling my stomach flutter unpleasantly. “How much … how much
did she lose?”

He adopted a swaggering stance, his
thumbs in the lapels of his coat, as though to signal the
seriousness of his intentions. “Fifteen Pound, that’s how
much.”

“Fifteen Pounds!” I had not more
than ten Pounds in the house. I leaned back against the door for
support.

“If you don’t believe me, here’s
the paper to prove it.” And he extended a crumpled, stained
document, with what looked very much like Mother’s name, Margaret
Iredell, at the bottom. “She told us she’s got a son who’s a Judge,
on the Supreme Court no less.” He looked dubiously behind me at the
house, so ancient and modest. “Now, if that’s true, I’m sure
the Family won’t want any trouble—wouldn’t want this matter bandied
about, as it were. Wouldn’t want to read about it in, say, The
Daily Advertiser, would they now?”

I swallowed hard. Steady now, I
told myself. The main thing was to get rid of this scoundrel,
return to the Parlor, make sure Mother never left the house
unattended again. “Come back at 10 o’clock tomorrow morning,” I
said in as firm a voice as I could muster, “and I shall have your
fifteen Pounds for you.”

“Eight o’clock this evening would
suit me better.”

It was already three in the
afternoon. I would need to wait until Mrs. Jay was ready to leave,
go to Mr. Lenox’s House, prevail upon him to advance me a further
fifteen Pounds … And what if he was not at home? I would have to
return the following morning, perhaps. No, I could not guarantee
that I would have the money this evening, and I did not want more
than one further visit from Mr. Carver.

“No, sir,” I said. “I cannot have
it for you before ten tomorrow.”

He looked displeased, but to my
great relief he turned to go. “Ten o’clock, then,” he said over his
shoulder as he began to walk down the Street. “But I advise you,
for your own welfare and that of your Family, to see that I am not
disappointed.”

I had an urge to burst into tears
as soon as he was out of sight, but the thought of Mother and Mrs.
Jay, alone together in the Parlor all this time, had a steadying
effect on me. I took a deep breath and reentered the House,
excusing my absence: it had been an exceedingly persistent
merchant, I explained, harassing me about a floor cloth I had
expressed an interest in but had since decided against. Mrs. Jay
nodded sympathetically—some of these shopkeepers truly overstepped
the bounds, she agreed—and soon, to my great relief, took her
leave, regretting that she couldn’t stay longer but lamenting that
she had a great many other calls to pay, as she was sure I did as
well, and expressing her hope that we might all meet again in
Philadelphia—et cetera, et cetera.

As soon as I had shut the door
behind her I turned to Mother, so furious that I scarce knew where
to begin. But then, I reminded myself: she is your Mother, and
whatever her weaknesses, whatever her failings, she is due that
respect and consideration which is owed to any Parent, as the Bible
commands. And so I took a great breath, and clenched and unclenched
my hands a few times, until at last I was able to find a voice that
was, I hope, such a one as a Daughter should use to address a
Mother.

“That was not a merchant at the
door before, Mother,” I said. “It was Mr. Carver.”

She looked at me without
comprehension. “Mr. What, you say?”

“The Gentleman—the Man—who brought
you home last night.”

“Ah … last night. I never got his
name, I think, or I’ve forgotten it.”

“Well, he got yours.” I took
another breath. “He says you owe him fifteen Pounds. That you lost
it at cards.”

Mother shook her head. “Ah now,
could it have been that much?”

“You signed a paper. He showed it
to me.”

“Well, if he showed it to you, I
suppose I did.” She chuckled a bit and spread out her hands, palms
upward. “But I haven’t got fifteen Pounds, you know.”

“No, nor I. But I must get it, by
tomorrow morning, or he threatens to tell the whole City about the
matter.”

“Does he? But he seemed such a nice
man.” She sighed and shook her head sadly. “You can never tell
about people, these days.”

“No,” I remarked, unable to
suppress completely some of the bile I felt rising within me, “you
certainly can not.”

But Mother seemed not to catch my
meaning, which perhaps was just as well. I had not the time then to
speak further with her, as I needed to hurry off to Mr. Lenox’s
house to procure the money. I was fortunate enough to discover him
at home, and though he gave me a peculiar look (perhaps occasioned
by an agitation of manner that I could not sufficiently disguise)
he did not hesitate to advance me what I requested. When Mr. Carver
appeared at the appointed hour this morning, I was able to quickly
give him what he came for and bid him Goodbye and good riddance.
Scandal has been averted, at least for the time being.

But for how much longer? Will the
World not eventually learn that the Mother of the esteemed Judge
Iredell is a common drunkard, and a gambler to boot? For it seems
to me, from the way she has conducted herself, that this episode
was no mere aberration, but the result of vile Habits of long
standing. If such intelligence should become public—oh, the
disgrace, the mortification, would be unthinkable. Ah, if only Mr.
Iredell were here to speak convincingly to his Mother, and impress
upon her the grievous error of her ways. And yet, might he not be
too overcome by strong emotion to engage her calmly? But Sam will
be here soon, any day now I expect; perhaps he will take the
situation in hand.

Wednesday, October 20,
1790

A Letter has come from Mr. Iredell,
written from Edenton three weeks ago, along with one from Sam—I cut
them open with such eagerness, only to find in them Intelligence
that has quite distracted me. I have done little but fret and weep
since I read them this morning. To journey to Philadelphia on my
own—how can they ask such a thing of me, when they know my
Situation and the paralytic anxiety that attends me in any such
undertaking! And Mr. Iredell should know as well that he left me
with insufficient funds for such a Journey. How am I to procure us
places in a Stage, or hire a Coach—run after all my acquaintance
and beg them to escort us—arrive in a strange City all on my
own?

All this would appear impossible
enough, even without Mother; but with her—I cannot imagine
how I shall manage. What if we were to travel with the Polloks, or
Mr. Lenox, as Mr. Iredell suggests, and she were to commit some
unthinkable indiscretion? I have kept a close eye on her, but still
she has gotten into the Wine and ale in the Pantry on more than one
occasion, drinking herself into a stupor. And once I returned home
from the Market to discover her missing, poor Sarah distraught and
apologetic: Sarah explained that she had slipped out to the Garden
to tend to a tub of laundry, Mother being apparently safely asleep
in her chair in the Parlor, and had returned a few minutes later to
find the chair empty, the walking stick gone—and gone as well, a
few shillings I keep in a box near the door. I ran back out of the
House at once and set off for the Bowling Green, peering into every
tavern I passed along the way, until in the third one I found her,
a cup of Gin in her hand, and evidently not her first. I was able
to settle her bill and remove her from the place before much damage
was done. But I fear it is only a matter of time before we have
another incident such as the one with Mr. Carver, or worse. I
cannot be her jailer!

I have tried to engage Mother in
conversation about her behavior, pleaded with her to remember her
Son—his Reputation, his career—and her poor Grandchildren. But she
only smiles vaguely and nods agreement, as though I were talking
about matters that have nothing to do with herself, and changes the
subject. Once or twice I have been unable to stop myself from
shedding tears, thinking on how Mr. Iredell will view the situation
when he discovers it, and on looking up I have caught an expression
on Mother’s face that more nearly mirrors comprehension, and with
it such a profound Sadness that I begin to suspect she does
understand the gravity of the situation, but feels herself
powerless to do anything about it. So confused are my feelings
towards her, so overpowering is the mixture of grief, anger,
disgust and Affection—yes, Affection still—that at times I can
barely bring myself to speak to her. And to think that I looked
forward to her arrival with such eager anticipation!

But now I must steady myself to
reply to Mr. Iredell’s Letter, to explain to him the difficulty of
what he asks of me. I have written to him of his Mother’s arrival,
of course, but I have not yet been able to bring myself to tell him
of her distressing behavior. Twice I have tried, but on each
occasion I have crossed out the words, imagining him reading them
alone in some flea-infested Tavern, the noise of revelers drifting
up from the public rooms below, no one about in whom he might
confide, no other Soul to comfort him in his distress. It has even
occurred to me that perhaps he would not believe it, would dismiss
my description as exaggeration, and think ill of me for it, a thing
I could not abide. But most important, I yet have hopes of altering
the situation, of prevailing on Mother to mend her ways before Mr.
Iredell returns from the South. Perhaps, if I can find some way to
penetrate the fog of vagueness with which she has surrounded
herself, if I can more fully prick her conscience, her son need
never know of what has transpired.

From Hannah Iredell to James
Iredell:

New York, New York, October 21,
1790

I have had the pleasure, my dear
Mr. Iredell, of receiving all your letters from Edenton. Your
request that I go to Philadelphia without waiting for my Brother
has really distressed me very much, though I intend to comply with
it in part. I believe I shall stay here till about the time I
expect my Brother will be there. I can surely go one hundred miles
in such weather as he will have to travel four hundred
in.

It is not so light a task as you
perhaps think it to go a Journey with two Children, your mother who
has been lame for several years, and myself, who am almost as
helpless as a Child amongst Strangers, and no others. Shall we have
to deal with a strange coachman all the way, & at the end of
our Journey with Strangers? And no great stock of money,
considering our expenses on the Road, and when there, for furniture
and all the fees of housekeeping. I shall be in a disagreeable
situation, I fear. For already Mr. Lenox has advanced eighty
pounds, near fifty of which was paid for your Mother. The remainder
I had, but have very little of it now remaining … The Doctor’s bill
is to pay, too. What then shall I have, my dear Sir, to answer all
the expenses above mentioned? You must perceive there will be great
necessity for my considering my expenses and for you doing the
same, and I wish both together may be sufficient to keep your
affairs from embarrassment. My dearest Mr. Iredell, do not think me
impertinent in mentioning such things, but join with me in
reflecting on them.

However vexatious other things may
be to me, thank God our dear Children are well. Nobody would
believe they had been sick that had not seen them so. Annie has not
recovered her flesh, but her complexion and spirits are good. As
for James he is lively, florid, fat, and saucy. There cannot be a
finer boy than he is, nor a lovelier girl than my Annie.

Your mother complains sometimes of
her thigh, something of the Rheumatism I believe, but she has a
very good appetite and spirits. I am very well.

I have paid very few visits
notwithstanding your injunctions. Had you been here, I could have
gone anywhere with you with pleasure; but how could I find spirits
to go alone? At a distance from all my Friends, what satisfaction
could I find in visiting Strangers? I never was intended to move
out of the circle of my own Family; it is only there that I can
either give or receive pleasure…

From Samuel Johnston to Hannah
Iredell:

Hayes Plantation, North Carolina,
October 27, 1790

Mrs. Johnston is … very ill, she
had nearly gone off two nights ago with a violent pain in the side
which almost took away her breath for some hours… I still cannot
fix a day to leave …

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Charleston, South Carolina, October
30, 1790

I have passed my time here in the
usual agreeable manner. I stay at a boarding-house, but have never
once dined at home… I had last night the pleasure of dancing with
Mrs. Kinloch at a ball, and was not in bed till 2 o’clock;
nevertheless I got up at sunrise, and am perfectly well…

Monday, November 1, 1790

This morning Sarah asked me when we
would be leaving for Philadelphia. “Winter coming on now,” she
declared, darting her head towards the window. “Those roads, they
be covered with snow in a few weeks.”

Indeed, the change in the Weather
is hard to deny: yesterday and today have been chill and gray and
rainy, the sky a sheet of streaked pewter. The fruit on that apple
Tree in the garden has all long since ripened. We ate what we
could, made pies and apple sauce, and the rest is rotting on the
ground, wormy and shriveled. And yet I could not bring myself to
agree with Sarah, for I have as yet had no word from Sam; if we
leave now, how can I be sure that when we arrive in Philadelphia he
will be there to greet us?

“We have plenty of time,” I assured
her. “It’s only October.”

She narrowed her eyes and stuck out
her lower lip. “Today November the first, Ma’am,” she said in that
wary, careful way she uses with me now—like a cabin boy on a Ship
whose Captain appears to have lost his sense of direction. The look
on her face was the same one I see when I send her to the Market
instead of going myself, or when I instruct her to give it out to a
Visitor that I am not at home—as though I had entirely lost my
senses. I cannot bear that look; she has no right to look at me in
that way.

“Well, we cannot arrange anything
without first making some inquiries,” I said with angry briskness.
“Indeed, it was my intention to go down to Fraunces Tavern this
very day and see about getting us places on the Stage.”

This of course was a lie—I had
conceived no such intention until that very moment—but I could not
bear that look of hers. So I continued, propelled by anger—throwing
on my cloak, kissing the Children, bidding farewell to Mother (who
only grunted in response)—until I reached the Street, where I
almost immediately felt my heart begin to pound, my breath to
catch. The noise, the crowds; I had not been out of the house in at
least a week, perhaps two, I suddenly realized (or can it have been
three?). I had a wild impulse to return to the House, but that
would never do: what would I say to the Children, to Sarah? And so
I only walked about Town for twenty minutes, keeping to the
smaller, quieter streets; and on my return merely told Sarah that
the Gentleman who kept the stagecoach schedules had not been at the
Tavern, and I should return another day. Judging from the glance
she gave me, I doubt that she believed me.

Oh, would that we were leaving for
Edenton instead of Philadelphia! I fear that I shall never contrive
to change myself to suit Mr. Iredell’s wishes; if I am a “Gem,” as
he once told me, perhaps I am one that can sparkle only in the
comfort and Security of its own home. Can he not love me as I
am?

From Hannah Iredell to James
Iredell:

New York, November 7,
1790

… You see my dear Mr. Iredell, I
am still where you left me, & I know not when I shall get
resolution to leave it, though I am determined to set about
preparing this week. It is a task that must be performed, however
disagreeable, I suppose, for I see no probability of my Brother’s
getting Mrs. Johnston from Carolina till the middle of
winter.

I intend to go tomorrow and speak
to Mr. Lenox to settle Dr. Romaine’s account, and then I shall know
how much remains for our other expenses. Both myself and the
Children must have something warm to ride in… I am very
apprehensive that with the greatest economy I shall hardly have
sufficient to bear our expenses until you come. The Doctor, you
know, has been attending our family near six months, his bill I
daresay will be no trifle. Our Children have had and have still a
cold, but are very lively & look very hearty. I should be happy
indeed, my dear Mr. Iredell, to know that you were as hearty as
they & I are. Your Mother has a complaint in her bowels which
she brought with her; it is sometimes troublesome and at others
pretty well.

Major Butler called on me today.
He was so polite as to say he would go with me himself if Mrs.
Butler was not so ill. He desired I would give his affectionate
compliments to you when I wrote.

I have made no visits. I could not
prevail on myself to run about the town alone after people whom I
had never seen & whom I did not care if I never saw again. It
is impossible for you to make a fashionable woman of me, &
therefore the best thing you can do with me I think will be to set
me down in Edenton again, where I should have nothing to do but to
attend to my Children & make perhaps three or four visits in
the year. What a dreadful situation that would be for a fine lady,
but to me there could be nothing more delightful, with the company
of a few friends whenever [they] would be pleased to call on
me…

Monday, November 8, 1790

I vowed I should go today and see
Mr. Lenox, and indeed wrote a letter to Mr. Iredell stating that as
my intention—and yet my feet refuse to take me there, or anywhere
else. Sarah long ago obtained the particulars concerning the Stage,
but they only served to convince me further that this is a Journey
I can never undertake. To transport all of us—Mother and the
Children—and all our belongings, to Fraunces Tavern in the dead of
night! For the Stage departs at three in the morning.

Yesterday when Major Butler called,
I could see the look of concern on his face when I confessed to him
that I had not yet set a date for our Departure. The only reason he
has not yet left the City himself, he told me, is that his Wife’s
ill health has become quite dire. I felt a good deal of Sympathy
for the Gentleman, and reflected that great Wealth such as his is
no protection against ordinary grief. But so self-centered am I
that I soon found myself wondering how it should be with me
if I were to face the imminent prospect of losing my Spouse—surely
far worse than it is for Major Butler, who is possessed of many
strengths and Resources that I am not. It is a thought that has
occurred to me more times than I care to number in recent days, as
it has been some weeks since I have had any news of Mr. Iredell.
Dear God, grant that he is well! Surely, if he is, I shall receive
a Letter within the next few days.

Thursday, November 11,
1790

I have just woken from the most
alarming Nightmare, of a type I have had before, but never so
vivid. I saw before me Mr. Iredell’s face, the dearest face I know,
but in this dream terrible to behold: pale and devoid of that
lively spirit which in reality animates it. His head lay against a
pillow—I suppose my Imagination had placed him in some dreary
roadside inn—and his reddened eyes, surrounded by gray skin, gazed
blankly into the distance. Sweat beaded on his brow, and his breath
came with a gulping, rasping sound—a sound that I know generally
means but one thing, and that too horrible to
contemplate.

“Mr. Iredell! Mr. Iredell!” I cried
in my dream, but his eyes seemed to look past or through me, as
though I were not there.

I threw myself upon his body,
sobbing, pierced to the heart by the thought that he was dying
here, alone and untended, and that his last moments would not even
be comforted by the knowledge of my presence. A Desolation swept
through me that seemed to suck the life from me.

“James, James!” I cried at last,
using his Christian name. Why, I now berated myself, had I denied
him this simple wish?

At this sound, his eyes fixed upon
me. His breathing calmed; he lifted his head, even propped himself
on an elbow, and smiled at me benevolently.

“Hannah,” he said, “you’ve come at
last.”

And then I awakened.

I am not one to maintain, as some
do, that dreams betoken Reality; I know that my having dreamt of
Mr. Iredell on his deathbed does not make it any more likely that
he is in fact there. And yet, my mind will not rest until I have
some evidence that he is well. A letter, please dear God, a
letter!

And if my Husband is restored to
me, safe and well, shall I comply with the sentiments of my Dream
and address him as James? Would it not signify to him that I am
capable of altering myself, of suiting myself to modern fashions as
he would wish? Alas, though, I know that I cannot; the name would
stick in my throat. To me he always has been Mr. Iredell, and
always shall be; and I can only pray that he understands that my
adherence to an Appellation of respect does not signify that I love
him any the less than do those modern Wives who gleefully concoct
pet names for their Husbands.

From Hannah Iredell to James
Iredell:

New York, Thursday, November 11,
1790

… My anxiety about you is very
great. I have not had a line from you since you left Eden House in
early October. If I do not hear from you in a few days I shall
really be very miserable. I never can think of your Journey, the
distance and risk you run, without shuddering almost. If I could
but hear you were well I should endeavor to make myself easy on
other subjects. But my dear Mr. Iredell, you know not how painful a
situation mine altogether is.

Your dear Children are perfectly
well & playing around me now in so noisy a manner that I hardly
am able to do anything. Your little Annie will be able to read to
you very prettily when you come, & James will entertain you
with a great deal of very sensible conversation in good language
very well pronounced. Come, my dear Mr. Iredell, and enjoy these
pleasures as soon as possible, and make us all happy by once more
having you with us…

Saturday, November 13,
1790

Of all the impertinence! Sarah has
just returned to the house and told me she has reserved seats for
us all on the Wednesday morning Stage to Philadelphia. I had sent
her to the market, but instead of buying chicken and potatoes with
the few Shillings I gave her, she hied herself to Fraunces Tavern
and used it as earnest money for passage on the stage.

I could have told her to march back
to that Tavern and get our chicken money back; I should at least
have scolded her and warned her never to do such a thing without my
permission again. I suppose there are many Mistresses who would
have sold a Negro for such disobedience; and indeed, some of my
Friends in Edenton (including Nelly) have urged me to rid myself of
Sarah, with her sullen silences and her impudent manners. But I
could never part with her—and alas, she knows it; for we were
raised together, after my Parents died. What would I have done
without her and Sappho—the only familiar and affectionate Faces I
saw, after I was sent off to live with Strangers (Cousins of mine,
yes, but Strangers still)? I have grown used to her ways, even fond
of them. True, she never before did anything quite as bold as this;
but some part of me, I confess, was relieved she had done
it.

She has even arranged for a Man to
take us all, and our belongings, to the Tavern in the middle of the
night—a free Black man she met at the market. This too, is a great
relief, although it concerns me to hear that Sarah has been
consorting with free Negroes. I suppose I should have expected it,
in this City. I shouldn’t wonder if keeping such company has been
giving her notions, if perhaps this Man or some other put it into
her mind to go down and use the chicken money to book those
tickets. And from what I have heard of Philadelphia—teeming with
Quakers who consider Slavery an abomination, and containing in its
population a goodly number of free Blacks—it will be even
worse.

Dear Lord, if she should take a
notion to run away, what would become of me? But no, surely she is
bound to me by ties of affection as well as those of Property; I
have only to think on that terrible day, months ago, the day we
tried to go to market with Mrs. Simmons—the way she let me cry on
her shoulder, and gave me such comfort. Surely she needs me quite
as much as I need her.


Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

Tuesday, November 23,
1790

Tis done at last: I write this in
my own house in Philadelphia—the lease for which was obtained some
weeks before our arrival, at Sam’s and Mr. Iredell’s request, by
the firm of Hewes and Anthony. It is a brick house of three
storeys, far grander than what we require—how we shall afford the
rent on it I cannot begin to tell. Certainly, if the decision had
been mine, I should have chosen a more modest and less expensive
residence. But it would be ungrateful in me to complain,
considering that I was spared the distasteful—nay, impossible!—task
of seeking out lodging here on my own. In any event, what is
important is that I somehow contrived to get us all here, and
settled—and not so tardy, really, for the President himself arrived
in this City only yesterday.

Sam and his Family, alas, are not
yet here—Mr. Iredell likewise, though I was greatly relieved to
find that he had left a letter for me in care of Mr. Anthony. The
last Court on his Circuit was to meet at New Bern on November 8;
even if he passes a few days in Edenton before he returns, he
should be with us, God willing, within a week or two.

The Stage deposited us at the
George Inn here late on Thursday evening; I was so weak and
exhausted from the difficulties of the Journey (of which more
later) that I could not think what to do, but only stood silently
in the public room of the Inn, surrounded by our trunks and boxes,
James heavily asleep on my hip and Annie clinging to my skirts.
Mother was peering longingly at the kegs behind the bar, which held
ale and all manner, I suppose, of other spirits. It was Sarah who
spoke at last, to suggest that we take rooms at the Inn for the
night and seek out Messrs. Hewes and Anthony in the morning.
Fortunately there remained to me sufficient funds to cover the cost
of the rooms, though little more.

The next morning Sarah offered to
inquire as to the whereabouts of the offices of Hewes and Anthony,
and indeed to act as a Scout; she actually ventured out into the
streets on her own and found the address! She appears to have
acquired a great deal of resourcefulness and courage during our
Months in New York. Within twenty minutes she returned to the Inn
and began to lead us down what is called Second Street, past a
bustling covered market, and confidently turned left on a Street
called Lombard. Quite a strange and ragtag band, I’m sure we
appeared: a lame and disheveled old Lady, two small whining
Children, and a haggard Woman with terror in her eyes—all
obediently following the confident stride of a Negro wench. And now
that we are settled here with all our belongings, I have no
intention of leaving again until my Brother or Mr. Iredell arrives;
for this City is even noisier and more crowded than New York. In
any event, I believe it will take me several more days to recover
from the travails of the Journey.

Indeed, I am amazed that we all
survived that Journey with no ill effects other than fatigue and
sore throats. If I never travel in a Stage again I shall certainly
not have cause for complaint: hard benches with no backs; stones
and roots in the Road jostling us as though we were all so many
pennies in a beggar’s cup; freezing rain that made its way through
the roof of the carriage, dripping on our heads and running down
our necks. And the Tavern where we passed the night was distinctly
unsavory, the mattresses lumpy and no doubt ridden with vermin; I
shared a bed with the Children, and I don’t believe any of us slept
more than an hour or two. I have more sympathy than ever for Mr.
Iredell, thinking on what he must suffer traveling Roads far worse
than those between New York and Philadelphia. Twice we were stuck
fast in the mire, which required all of us to alight, and the
Gentlemen to doff their coats and assist in the lifting of the
wheels. The Children behaved as well as could be expected in these
conditions, poor things, but with little sleep and nothing to do,
there was a good deal of whimpering, which did not endear us to our
fellow Travelers.

The worst occurred at one Tavern
somewhere in Jersey, where we stopped for fresh horses and food:
Mother slipped away from us and could not be found when the driver
was ready to go. I pleaded with him to allow me a few minutes to
search for her, which he did grudgingly, and at last I found her in
a back room that smelled of sweat and spilled Liquor, swigging gin
and in the thick of a card game with an assortment of Characters to
whom I did not care to be introduced. I pulled her up and hurried
her as best I could back to the stage, hampered not only by her
limp but also by what was now an impaired sense of balance on her
part. When at last we got there, the Driver was scowling and James
and Annie wailing loudly, convinced that the coach was going to
leave me and their Grandmother behind, despite Sarah’s best efforts
to reassure them.

I did not recognize anyone in the
carriage—fortunately so, for Mother’s inebriation was, I fear,
rather apparent. But to my great dismay, shortly after that
disastrous stop in Jersey, Mother took it into her head to engage
the Man seated across from her in a conversation. It took her only
a few minutes before she began boasting, in a loud voice, that her
Son was one of the Judges on the Supreme Court; I could feel all
eyes in the carriage upon us. But she then, mercifully, drifted off
to sleep before anyone could inquire his name.

From Arthur Iredell to James
Iredell:

Guildford, England, November 30,
1790

… I had ten Days ago the
inexpressible Happiness of receiving a letter from my Mother, in
which she gives me the best accounts of her arrival at New York,
and kind reception in your family. It was particularly unfortunate
that you had but the day before left that place …

I can conceive nothing more truly
gratifying than the meeting between my Mother and you! After a
Separation of so many Years, with so entire an Affection on her
Part, and a Duty unimpaired on Yours, it must be all that Feeling
can make It! May it be succeeded by Many Years of mutual
Gratification! To our Parent, it is a great change indeed! And the
joy of giving her a new existence has been reserved for you!
…

Wednesday, December 15,
1790

The Johnstons and Mr. Iredell
arrived at last, ten days since, fatigued but otherwise in fine
health, thank the Lord; Mrs. Johnston, only, has some lingering
complaints. But it seems scarcely worthwhile for Mr. Iredell to
have traveled so far; for two of the three courts—those at Augusta
and New Bern—failed for want of a quorum. So all that wandering was
only to hold a two-day Court at Charleston, where little business
was conducted! Mr. Iredell has promised me that he will write a
letter to the other Judges, setting forth his objections to being
permanently assigned to the Southern Circuit (for who can tell when
Congress will turn its attention to a complete alteration of the
system). But he betrays not nearly as much irritation at this
situation as I would have expected—indeed, not nearly as much as I
myself feel—recounting instead tales of the various Dinners and
balls to which he was invited, and what distinguished Gentleman and
charming Ladies he met.

Of course he has been quite
overcome with joy to be reunited with his Mother at last. I am now
greatly relieved that I considered it best not to mention anything
of Mother’s problems in my letters to Mr. Iredell, for it seems
that—as I had so fervently hoped—the seeing her dear eldest Son
once more has worked a marvelous transformation on the old Lady.
When Mr. Iredell first arrived, the spectacle of their Reunion was
even more affecting than I had anticipated: the two of them weeping
freely, exclaiming over each other, embracing again and again—for
Mother and Son share an inclination to surrender themselves to the
strength of their Emotions. Since then Mother has maintained a near
perfect Sobriety, has even engaged in some needlework, and has
resumed spinning her fairy stories for the Children. Annie and
James seem delighted to have once more the Grandmother they knew
when she first arrived, and fortunately are too young to tell their
Papa of the changes they witnessed in her shortly
thereafter.

“You see, Hannah?” Mr. Iredell has
said more than once. “I knew that you and Mother would come to
treasure one another.”

And indeed, when we all sit of an
evening with our few chairs pulled up before the fire, I have so
acute a sense of peace and contentment that to my amazement I
sometimes feel tears spring to my eyes, and must resort to some
subterfuge to conceal my emotion. I suppose it comes of having had
so few such Scenes in my own childhood: never knowing my
Grandparents, never even having any hopes of traveling all the way
to Scotland to meet them; and of course losing even my Parents when
I was quite young. And I always suspected those Cousins of mine
took me in after Father died largely in order to gain the Income I
brought with me; in any event, they bestowed little affection upon
me. I never again felt part of a Family until Sam sent for me to
come and live with him at Hayes, by which time I was nearly grown.
But now I have it again, that downy nest of affection and easy
familiarity that makes a true Home: the casual brush of hand on
shoulder, forehead gently bumping against forehead—these little
things are the World to me.

For myself, I should be content to
never venture beyond this cozy haven; but Mr. Iredell is urging me
to accompany him this afternoon to attend Mr. Wilson’s first Law
lecture at the College of Philadelphia. He says that a great
audience is expected, including the President and Mrs. Washington
and many other members of the Government and of Congress, and of
Philadelphia society; it is only fitting that the other Judges of
the Supreme Court—and their Wives, if in the City—should attend.
Indeed, Mr. Iredell seems so delighted at the prospect of one of
his colleagues being honored in this way that one would think he
himself were delivering the lecture! He says the lectures are
confirmation, if any were needed, that Mr. Wilson is the foremost
legal scholar in the Nation, and most likely the next Chief
Justice, should Mr. Jay take it into his head to resign.

Saturday, January 22,
1791

A letter today from Mr. Tredwell
brings the joyous news that Nelly has been safely delivered of a
Daughter—to be named Elizabeth, after Mr. Tredwell’s Mother, and
called Betsey. And Mr. Iredell and I are asked to be the
Godparents! How I should like to hold and admire the infant. Does
she have Nelly’s dark hair and eyes, I wonder, or does she more
resemble Mr. Tredwell, with his copper-colored hair and ruddy
complexion? What I would give for just a glimpse of her. But no
more on that now, lest I grow Melancholic.

We have made the acquaintance of an
amiable family living just next door to us—or, I should say, Mr.
Iredell made their acquaintance and brought me along, as I had
neither seen nor spoken to them before his arrival here. Their name
is Bond, and they have two daughters of about eighteen or twenty,
Fanny and Becky, who seem quite taken with Annie and James—and
vice-versa. Mrs. Bond appears a clever and lively Woman, and yet
not one to put on airs or flaunt her wit, like so many of the
Ladies here and in New York. She dresses well, but with sobriety
and modesty, and has such an open, engaging manner that I dare to
hope that, someday, I may come to know her as a friend.

I believe that if I had just one
friend—one true friend—in this City, it would make a world of
difference to me: it would so strengthen me to have someone of my
own Sex with whom I might talk freely, and laugh, and perhaps even
gossip occasionally. I had hoped, of course, that Mother might
prove to be that friend; but—for all that her behavior of late has
been irreproachable—I cannot, after all that has transpired, bring
myself entirely to trust her.

Of course Mr. Iredell would say
that in this City I am quite surrounded by Ladies who might be my
friends, if I would only allow them to know me. He has begun to
chide me again, as he used to, for my timidity, as I feared he
might—and as, indeed, I chide myself. Last Wednesday we went again
to one of Mr. Wilson’s lectures on the Law (for though he is no
eloquent speaker, yet his erudition is great, and I consider that I
am gaining some understanding of the principles of our
Constitution—a document on which Mr. Wilson himself is said to have
had great influence). I happened to spy, across the room, Mrs.
King, whose acquaintance I had made at some Evening or other in New
York—the wife of a Senator from New York, rather grand—and whom I
had not seen since. Alas, I made the mistake of remarking on her
presence to Mr. Iredell.

“Why, you must go and greet her!”
he cried heartily, much to my dismay; left to my own devices, I
would surely have pretended not to notice her, and prayed that she
would not have noticed me.

I pointed out, with feigned regret,
that there was no time, the lecture was about to begin; but Mr.
Iredell made me promise that I would seek out Mrs. King at its
conclusion. I gazed at Mr. Wilson, noted how his thick dark
eyebrows wiggled up and down whenever he wished to emphasize a
particular point, and the way his spectacles were continually
slipping down his short nose; but I found myself scarcely able to
attend to what he was saying—something concerning Natural Law, and
the Natural rights of individuals, I believe—so agitated was I at
the prospect of speaking to Mrs. King: What would I say to her, and
she to me? Would she recall my face, or should I give my name? If I
gave my name and she indeed remembered me, would she be offended
that I had presumed otherwise? If I were fortunate enough to engage
her in some semblance of conversation, how would I extricate myself
from it without appearing too abrupt? These and a host of other
Questions entirely occupied my mind; but I consoled myself that at
least I should have Mr. Iredell at my side to assist me.

But as soon as the lecture was done
and the applause had died down, Mr. Iredell not only reminded me of
Mrs. King but also announced that he would stay at his place whilst
I greeted the Lady on my own. Trembling, I tried to protest; but he
told me—kindly but quite firmly—that if he always accompanied me on
occasions of this sort I should never learn to fend for myself in
his absence.

“Go!” he whispered urgently.
“Hurry, before it is too late.”

I cannot say I entirely obeyed that
injunction, but Mrs. King was apparently in no great hurry herself,
and was just rising from her seat when I approached. She was
engaged in conversation with another Lady, who I did not know, and
I stood near her in awkward silence for what seemed like some
minutes. At last she turned in my direction; I curved my lips into
a smile and opened my mouth, but to my horror, I could make no
sound. I was conscious only of the blood pounding in my head, my
heart fluttering in my breast like a bird in its death
throes.

After a moment’s puzzled silence, a
gleam of recognition seemed to light her eyes. “Mrs. … Iredell, is
it?”

“Yes,” I managed to
whisper.

She rattled on for a minute or two
about how nice it was to see me again, introduced me to the other
Lady (whose name, if I even heard it, I immediately forgot), and
sallied a few casual Inquiries—how was my Journey from New York,
was my family well, et cetera—to which I responded with one-word
answers, and even those barely audible. At last she said something
about how I must call on her some afternoon, and gave me her
address in the City; I had enough wit about me to understand I had
been politely dismissed, and made my way back to Mr. Iredell.
Fortunately, he was now surrounded by various Gentlemen and Ladies,
engaged in an animated discussion of the lecture, and I had a few
moments to collect myself, and calm my shaking body.

“There, now,” he said, when he had
bade farewell to the assembled company and we were on the Street,
heading at last for home, “that wasn’t so terrible, was it, my
dear?”

“Why, no, not at all.” I smiled at
him brightly. “She invited me to call on her.”

“Excellent!” he cried, squeezing my
hand, which rested in the crook of his arm. “And so you shall, of
course. Why, I warrant that within a few months you’ll be nearly as
much at home here as you were in Edenton.”

He was so pleased that I nearly
forgave myself for deceiving him; and yet the lie has continued to
plague me, for it is clear to me that the Woman he was so pleased
with is nothing like the Woman that I am.

From Samuel Johnston to Nelly
Tredwell:

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, January
23, 1791

… I sincerely congratulate you on
the Birth of your Daughter and am very happy to hear from Tredwell
that you and the child are like to do well. Take care that you are
not too fond of it… Your Aunt desires her love to you and wishes
you a great deal of happiness in your Daughter…

Sunday, January 30, 1791

Alas, what I most dreaded has come
to pass. Yesterday afternoon Mother slipped away and had not
returned by nightfall. I feared the worst—although in a way Mr.
Iredell feared even worse, engaging in the same round of anxious
Speculation to which I had succumbed when Mother first disappeared
that day in New York. It was a bitter cold night, as indeed the
whole Winter here has been bitter, and Mr. Iredell’s imagination
painted for him vivid pictures of his Mother having somehow lost
her way, wandering miserable and frozen, or waylaid by thieves. I
yearned to speak, to reassure him; and yet what reassurance would
it be to tell him she was undoubtedly safe and warm, but drinking
herself into a stupor and gambling us into Bankruptcy?

At last, shortly after the clock
struck ten, Mother appeared at the door, and in a sorry state: her
cap gone, her hair half unpinned, and her Person generally stinking
of drink. When I saw Mr. Iredell’s face as he greeted her—that
initial joyous Relief yielding first to confusion, then to the
horror of comprehension—it was clear to me that he genuinely had no
prior inkling of her weakness. She staggered to a chair, where she
collapsed, her knees spread wide, and let out a loud
belch.

“Mother!” Mr. Iredell exclaimed.
“What is the meaning of this?”

Mother replied with a shrug and
that vague smile I have unfortunately come to know well, as though
her Condition was nothing to do with her. Mr. Iredell looked at me
then, helplessly, and with such a degree of Pain in his gentle
brown eyes that I felt tears rush to my own; distressed as I had
been at my discovery of Mother’s weaknesses, it was as nothing to
what I felt watching Mr. Iredell’s anguish.

I put my arms around him, and he
seemed to Collapse against me. “Only help me get her up the stairs
and into her bed,” I whispered to him, “and then I will tell you
all.”

After we had done what was
necessary—tears running down Mr. Iredell’s cheeks all the while,
and a Sob escaping him now and then—I sat him down in the Parlor
and related the entire sad history. Painful as it was for me to
describe and for him to hear, I considered it necessary that he
understand the situation in full.

“Ah, Hannah, what a Trial I have
subjected you to,” he said when at last I had finished. “But why
did you not tell me this before?”

“I had thought that the sight of
you might at last work a Reformation on her that my pleading could
not,” I replied. “But I see now that I was mistaken. It is a Habit
that must be deeply ingrained in her.”

Mr. Iredell turned his back to me
and stared into the dwindling fire. His hands gripped the
mantelpiece so tightly that the skin over his knuckles was pulled
taut. “Damn her!” I heard him mutter. “She’s no Mother of
mine.”

“Mr. Iredell!” I rushed to his side
and placed my hand on his back. Certainly this was no time to
reprimand him for swearing, as I have so often in the past. “She
has her faults, to be sure, but she is still your Mother, and
always will be. Think on what she has given you: life itself, her
Mother’s milk, the many pains she must have taken with you in your
childhood. For you could not be, I feel sure, the Man you are today
had not a Mother loved you and taught you well.”

My words must have had some effect,
for I felt a loosening of the muscles in Mr. Iredell’s back, and
then his whole body began to shake with sobs.

“Be not angry with her, but rather
consider how together we may perhaps yet inspire her to reform
herself, and become once again the Mother you so cherished,” I said
softly, my head now against Mr. Iredell’s shoulder. “I couldn’t
manage to prevail on her myself, though I tried—but I see how much
she dotes on you. And I am convinced that, somewhere within her,
she truly desires to rid herself of this demon, and only requires
the urging of someone she loves and admires.” Mr. Iredell’s sobs
had quieted, and I now embraced him. “No, if you must be angry,
better to think on someone else—someone who should have prevented
her from taking this Road before it was too late.”

Mr. Iredell was still for a moment,
then straightened his posture with such violence that I was forced
to stumble backwards.

“Arthur!” he pronounced with
venom.

Despite the pain of this Scene, and
the circumstances that had led to it, I confess I felt a small warm
current of Satisfaction run through me, now that Mr. Iredell’s
Wrath had found an Object who is, I daresay, nothing less than
deserving of it.

Saturday, February 5,
1791

Last night Mr. Iredell addressed
his Mother for the first time since the night she came home in that
disgraceful state, but I fear the exchange did not proceed quite as
I had hoped. Alas, his anger got the better of him; indeed, his
tone was almost as stern as the one he took in the letter he wrote
to Arthur, some days since. He expressed disbelief, consternation,
outrage; and all the while Mother merely gazed at a spot on the
ceiling.

“I do not understand this, Mother,”
he finished. “Surely you, who taught myself and my Brothers the
meaning of propriety, the meaning of Dignity—surely you of all
people must realize how improper such behavior is for one of your
sex, your age—your position in Society!”

At this Mother made a sort of
snorting noise, and at last looked directly at Mr. Iredell.
“My position in Society!” she said, her voice quite as
shrill as her Son’s. “I think you mean yours, Jemmy, do you
not? Just like Arthur, you are—always worrying that I would
embarrass him in front of his fancy friends.” She shifted forward
in her chair, rubbing her bad leg, before continuing with her
Speech, which she pronounced with such rancor that she fairly spat
the words out. “But I’ll tell you something, Jemmy my boy. I’ve had
a hard life, I have. Your father suffering that paralytic Stroke,
leaving me to support the four of you—not that he was much good at
bringing in Money before that, mind you. You sailing off to America
when you were barely seventeen. Then Charles going off to India,
and dying there, poor Soul—Tom disappearing to America as
well—leaving me with that prig Arthur, who never did treat me as he
should. I’ve had a hard life, I say, and I deserve to have a little
harmless Pleasure in my old age.”

Although there was great bitterness
in these words, they inspired in me some Sympathy for the old lady;
her sorrows had evidently borne heavily upon her. But the effect on
Mr. Iredell was rather different; as I have seen happen before in
conversation between Parents and Children—or indeed, between close
relatives of any kind—one party seizing on a portion of what has
been said by the other: the part that concerns himself.

“My sailing off to America when I
was seventeen—that is what you hold responsible for the sorry State
I find you in now?” Mr. Iredell railed. “Had I a choice? Did I not
have to find a way to provide for you and my Brothers, when I was
barely more than a Child myself? Did I not faithfully remit to you
all that I earned, save for what I needed to eke out a modest
Existence of my own?”

“I’m not saying you didn’t.” Mother
tightened her shawl about her. “All I’m saying is that I’ve had a
hard life, and now that I’m in my declining Years, and I’ve got my
Children established in life, I’m entitled to amuse myself a bit,
and no harm done.”

Mr. Iredell’s face was now very
red. “No harm done! On the contrary, Mother, there’s a great deal
of harm done. For one thing, if news of your drinking and your
gambling should become Public, just imagine the consequences for my
Reputation, my career!”

“There! You see?” said Mother,
beginning to struggle up to a standing position, and reaching for
her walking stick. “Just like Arthur, always thinking of himself.”
She paused, and turned back to Mr. Iredell, the harsh lines on her
face softening for a moment. “But you, Jemmy, I thought you were
different. I thought you would have some feeling for your poor
Mother in her old age.” She turned and began again her slow
limping. “I see now that I was mistaken.”

She made her way up the stairs,
while Mr. Iredell slumped into his chair and held his head in his
hands. When at last we heard the click of her Bed chamber door, I
went to kneel by Mr. Iredell’s chair and embrace him.

“You see?” he said, not looking up.
“It’s hopeless, hopeless. She is, alas, entirely depraved. She has
lost the gentlewoman in her.” He reached for my hand and pressed it
to his lips. “And I cannot bear the thought that you and the
Children should be left alone with this … this Monster …
when it is my Mother, my cross to bear.
When I think of what you must have been through …” He suddenly
dropped my hand and rose to his feet. “I shall begin writing that
letter immediately.”

I knew what letter he meant—the one
he had promised to write to the other Judges, setting out his
objections to the Southern Circuit. I had asked several times if he
had yet begun it, and each time the answer was No; it is a task, I
know, that he approaches with distaste, for he is always loath to
appear to be asking any Favor for himself. But he was at his desk
late into the night, and even now, at Eleven in the morning, I can
hear his pen scratching at the paper. (For there is no time to be
lost; the Court begins its session on Monday.) Mr. Iredell is a
most persuasive writer; if his pen could convince the wild Rebels
of Western Carolina to ratify the Constitution, as it once did,
surely it can convince five Judges to do what is only
just.

Monday, February 14, 1791

The Court is adjourned, the
Circuits assigned—and Mr. Iredell’s letter, so carefully composed
and cogently argued, has fallen on deaf—nay, cruel!—ears. His
colleagues have refused to relieve him of the Southern Circuit,
each of them proffering some reason or other why it would be
impossible—all but Mr. Blair, who was prevented attending this
sitting by illness. And it appears that Mr. Iredell may be
constrained to ride the Circuit alone this Spring, as the rumor is
that Mr. Rutledge is soon to resign his seat on the Court in order
to become Chief Justice of South Carolina. The inequity of it
leaves me entirely speechless: Mr. Iredell, who only returned home
in December from a three months’ arduous journey, is now required
to embark on the same Journey in but a month’s time! And I am to be
abandoned again in this still strange City, nearly friendless
(alas, I have not yet had the courage to try and make a friend of
Mrs. Bond), and with a Mother who is capable of bringing all sorts
of difficulties upon us. Ah, would that Mr. Iredell might follow
Mr. Rutledge’s example and resign his seat; surely North Carolina
could be induced to give him some honorable position similar to
what Mr. Rutledge is said to receive. But I dare not mention such
thoughts to Mr. Iredell; though he appears dejected over the way
his colleagues have used him, I fear that he would yet bristle at
any suggestion that he resign.

Indeed, he is almost as
distressed—and at the same time, I think, rather delighted—over the
first Case of any importance that has made its way to the Court:
two Dutch merchants have sued the State of Maryland on a debt; and
though it appears that Maryland has no objection to being sued in a
Federal Court, Mr. Iredell fears that other States will take it as
a grave insult to their sovereignty, and insist that it is only in
their own State courts that they may be sued—and even then, only
when the State gives its consent. It is a point, he says, on which
the language of the Constitution is not entirely clear; but he is
certain that many States—including our own—would never have
ratified the document had they believed such a result might ensue.
The merits of the Question have not yet come on, but when they do,
Mr. Iredell says, it will be one of great significance; the eyes of
the Nation will be fixed on the Supreme Court. And indeed, there
was such a gleam in his own eyes as he spoke these words that I
fear I shall never be able to tear him away from this cursed
Court!

From Hannah Iredell to Nelly
Tredwell:

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
February 27, 1791

I should not, my dear Nelly, have
been so long silent, but I have really not had spirits to write,
nor indeed has my Health been much better. But whatever Situation
they may be in, it will always be a particular Satisfaction to hear
from you, my dear child.

I am glad to see so much of the
Mother in your letter. I am not much less pleased than yourself
with the Praises of your little girl. I wish you would bring her to
me that I may judge if the dear little Creature deserves them,
though I have no doubt but she does. However, I should be much
better pleased to see her loveliness than to hear of it
…

Mrs. Johnston often complains, and
my Brother still has a cough, but they both look very well. And
thank God our children are all well… My little Annie and James talk
of nothing half so often as their cousin Nelly and Carolina, and
there is no place in the world, I am sure, that their Mother would
prefer to it, not out of love to the Country, but the tender
friends she left there…

Thursday, March 10, 1791

At last, some good News has come
our way: Mr. Blair, who has recovered his health, has agreed to
take the Southern Circuit in Mr. Iredell’s stead! Mr. Iredell will
take the circuit assigned to Mr. Blair—the Middle, which includes
Pennsylvania. For one of these Courts, then, Mr. Iredell need only
stroll the four blocks up Chestnut Street to the City Hall! Short
of a declaration from Congress that Circuit riding is to be
abolished, or Mr. Iredell resigning his post, I cannot imagine any
turn of events that might have delighted me more than
this.

Mr. Iredell is particularly pleased
that he will be riding the Circuit in the company of Judge Wilson,
whom he so greatly admires. To be sure, the Gentleman is eminent
and learned; and yet he appears to me to be one of those people who
is so fond of himself as to make it unnecessary, if not impossible,
for anyone else to experience such feelings towards him. Last week
we were invited to take Dinner at his house, the table being
presided over by his eldest Daughter—a sober and modest young lady
of about twenty. Mr. Wilson spoke at such length, and with so few
pauses, as to make it impossible for anyone else to insert a word.
He began with a Disquisition on the institution of Juries—going
back to the times of the ancient Romans—and then moved on, by slow
degrees, to the jurisdiction of the Federal courts, and then to a
catalogue of all the crimes and offenses known to the Constitution
and laws of the United States. It was all very impressive, but I
confess that my mind began to wander after he described, in
gruesome detail, the exact method of drawing and quartering by
which Treason is punishable in England—a subject I found, in any
event, ill-suited to the Dinner table.

But there is Sarah now, back from
the market. Mr. Iredell has decreed we must have a celebratory
Dinner, and invite our neighbors, the Bonds. Surely our Dinner will
be a jollier affair than Mr. Wilson’s; I feel quite sure that no
one will see fit to bring up the subject of drawing and quartering.
I do hope the Bonds have no expectation of elegance or strict
formality; but then, how could they, when we were forced to ask
them to bring their own chairs?

Chief Justice John Jay to James
Iredell:

New York, New York, March 16,
1791

… I was this Moment favored with
yours of the 10th Instant. It gives me Pleasure to find
that by Mr. Blair’s consenting to go the Southern Circuit, every
Objection to your attending the middle one with Mr. Wilson is
removed. The Circuits press hard on us all; and your Share of the
Task has hitherto been more than in due proportion …

From Arthur Iredell to Tom
Iredell:

Guildford, England, April 5,
1791

… I have had the pleasure of a
letter from James a week or two ago. He gives me a melancholy
account of my Mother’s indulgence in a failing which I had reason
to think she would have got the better of in his family. Did she
used to make too free with Liquors when you were in England? It is
a most disgraceful habit, and has given James the utmost
unhappiness. I pray God he may induce her to surmount that only Bar
to her happiness…

Friday, April 8, 1791

The Circuit court is to begin here
next week, but alas, it appears I am to be deprived of my Husband’s
company yet longer—for he writes that he must stay in Trenton to
preside over the business there, which was greater than expected,
while Mr. Wilson returns to open the Court here. At first I was
rather vexed at Mr. Wilson for taking upon himself the privilege of
returning home; but then I reflected that the poor Man (for all
that I find his manner rather unpleasant) is a Widower with six
Children—the youngest, I believe, no more than five or six and the
eldest girl acting as Mother to the rest. Surely it must be even
harder for the Wilson Family to part with their Father than it is
for us. And it must be difficult for him as well, raising all those
Children with no Spouse to assist him.

But such reflection on the
misfortunes of others, I fear, cannot entirely rid me of my own
selfish disappointment. The longer Mr. Iredell stays away, the more
likely it is, I fear, that Mother will commit some serious
indiscretion; he has only been gone a week now, but already she has
slipped away twice and returned home some hours later much the
worse for wear; I can only hope she told no one her name, or her
Family connections. I have taken to hiding my Money, as well, for
several shillings have disappeared from my purse, and I can ill
afford to lose any more.

We must go now to Mrs. Bond’s, for
she has been so kind as to invite me to take Tea with her—and she
has asked Mother to come as well. It is a risk, of course, but I
prefer to be accompanied by someone—even someone as risky as
Mother—when I go visiting; Mrs. Bond was exceedingly amiable when
she came to Dinner (as indeed, was the entire Family), but I am
still not entirely at my ease in her company.

From James Iredell to Hannah
Iredell:

Trenton, New Jersey, April 9,
1791

… I am much mortified in seeing
Judge Wilson going to Philadelphia before me, but there is no help
for it. My duty requires me to stay here, and therefore I stay
contentedly … In the meantime, my dear Hannah, pray write to me as
often as you can, for this place I assure you is a very dull one,
and I want something to support my spirits. I was disappointed in
not getting a letter from you yesterday. Pray write to me if Mr.
Cox has enclosed the Warrant for my Salary. I am most afraid you
are already in want of money …

Monday, April 11, 1791

All my charitable feelings
regarding Mr. Wilson have been quite dispelled by certain
intelligence communicated to me yesterday by Mrs. Bond.

Our Tea at her house last week
having gone well (Mother keeping herself rather quieter than
usual), Mrs. Bond invited us to accompany her Family to Church
yesterday, and on the way home I found myself confessing to her
some of the torments that have afflicted me this past year, with
Mr. Iredell being away so much of the time. Her murmured
expressions of sympathy filled my heart with such emotion that I
feared tears would soon be falling from my eyes.

When we reached my doorstep, I
mustered my courage to ask her if she might spare a few minutes to
take some Tea with me; she readily agreed. My heart fairly leapt in
my breast; anxious though I was at the prospect of entertaining
her, I felt as elated as a young Girl who has been smiled upon by
some ardently admired playfellow.

Before long our discourse turned to
my disappointment at Mr. Iredell’s being detained in Trenton. “But
of course,” I added with a sigh, “I suppose that Mr. Wilson—with
six Children and no Wife—has a greater claim to return to the bosom
of his Family.”

Mrs. Bond paused and took a sip of
tea before she spoke. “I believe, my dear Mrs. Iredell, it is not
family concerns that bring him back so urgently. Polly Wilson can
manage quite nicely without her Father around—she’s had quite a bit
of practice in doing so, I fear. She’s a Friend of my Daughters,
and quite a capable Girl.”

We then both sipped from our cups,
leaving a pregnant but uncertain silence. I am not one for Gossip,
nor do I believe that Mrs. Bond is generally so inclined. But under
circumstances so closely affecting myself and my family, I felt
further Inquiry was not only justifiable, but
appropriate.

“You believe, then,” I said, “that
Mr. Wilson was anxious to return to Philadelphia for some other
reason?”

Mrs. Bond set down her cup, dabbed
at her mouth with her handkerchief, and leaned towards me slightly.
“It is generally known, my dear Mrs. Iredell, that Mr. Wilson is
one of those who has speculated quite extensively in Western lands.
Some say rather too extensively. They say he has gotten himself
into a good deal of Debt, counting on the prospect of reaping
enormous profits. That is why he prefers to take these Circuits
that keep him closer to home, or so I understand—so that if a
crisis should arise in his Finances, as it frequently does, he can
rush back to put out the fire before it spreads. No doubt some such
conflagration has recently erupted.”

I thanked Mrs. Bond for imparting
this interesting intelligence, though I did not reveal to her the
Fury seething within my bosom. That Mr. Wilson should be able to
run home to see to his grand financial schemes, while Mr.
Iredell—who has suffered more than any of the other Judges, and
certainly far more than Mr. Wilson, in this Circuit riding
business—should remain separated from his Family for the Lord knows
how much longer! And we, far from having vast Tracts of Western
land to attend to, are very nearly running out of the wherewithal
to purchase our next meal. Last night we made do with a Supper of
beans and bread, with Mother reminding us throughout the meal that
such fare would take a toll on her Digestion.

As to Mother, I believe Mrs. Bond
may be of great assistance there as well. Mrs. Bond has been so
kind, and seems so trustworthy, that I thought it would do no harm
to mention our domestic Difficulty; and it has been so long since I
was able to have a frank conversation with a true Friend. I have
confided in no one to this point, not even my own Brother or Mrs.
Johnston, as I know all too well her disposition to wag her
tongue.

I did not tell Mrs. Bond all, only
that Mother has a tendency to overindulge, and that I wished she
had some worthy Endeavor with which to occupy her hours. Mrs. Bond
put a finger to her lips for a moment; she then told me of her
widowed Aunt, who is a member of a Circle of older ladies that
meets at Christ Church under the patronage of the Assistant Rector,
to engage in Prayer and discussion and perform good works such as
knitting socks and gloves for the poor. I clapped my hands for joy,
for I believe it is the one thing that might save Mother from
herself: a group of women of her own age who would provide a
salutary Influence, and virtuous and useful Tasks to distract her
from yearnings for the vicious Amusements of her past. Mrs. Bond
has offered to give Mother and myself an introduction to the
Assistant Rector as soon as she can, perhaps later this week. What
a welcome surprise that would be for Mr. Iredell, to see his Mother
busy at Charitable endeavors, and with a new set of respectable and
pious friends! And to see as well, that I have made a Friend; for
such, I believe, I can begin to consider Mrs. Bond.

Friday, April 15, 1791

Mr. Iredell, and Peter, returned
home yesterday evening, none the worse for their Sojourn in
Trenton, and will remain here close to two entire weeks before
setting out again.

Despite the brevity of his Absence,
and the short distance that separated us, Mr. Iredell appeared
extremely moved at seeing his Family once again, as we were to see
him. Indeed, last night in the Privacy of our bed he embraced me
with an Ardor that he has scarcely exhibited since the first months
of our Marriage, so long ago. I can only attribute this enthusiasm
in him to the dearth of Amusement, and of beautiful Ladies, in
Trenton, a place that Mr. Iredell describes as dull and entirely
lacking in Charm—for surely I am no different, and certainly no
more a Beauty, than I was before he left. Would that all Circuit
Courts were held in such Wastelands of diversion!

Mr. Iredell also appeared somewhat
cheered by the news of Mrs. Bond’s suggestion for Mother. I pray
that Mother will be amenable to this Scheme; while she seems to
have little fondness for the Church (for Arthur has taken Holy
Orders, and she says that if the Church will admit to its ranks
such a man as he, what good can there be in it?), I am in hopes
that her native sociability will incline her at least to visit the
Circle as an Experiment.

My only apprehension is that if
Mother’s behavior and disposition do improve, Mr. Iredell will
insist that we begin to receive Visitors—a thing we have been wary
of doing, not knowing what indiscretions Mother might commit. Nor
have we accepted many invitations ourselves, fearing to leave
Mother alone for long, or even with Peter and Sarah. I am ashamed
to admit that I have sometimes felt grateful for Mother’s condition
for this reason; but of course there is no question of my wanting
it to continue.

From Arthur Iredell to James
Iredell:

Guildford, England, May 3,
1791

… I am happy to hear that my
Mother’s Health is so well established… You, who possess so large a
share of Feeling, may form some Idea of the Shock my Pride and my
Affection experienced at hearing that One, who could so easily call
them both into Action, had degraded herself by the meanest of all
Indulgences!

I write, my dear James, with no
Reserve, even upon this painful Subject, as well because you are
entitled to my utmost Confidence, as because it is most proper that
you should be upon your Guard. We owe all imaginable Duty and
Respect to her who gave us Birth; and it is, for that reason,
incumbent upon us, whenever she loses sight of her own consequence,
and endangers her own life, to exert an Authority over her, which
is necessary, and can be exerted by no other Person. I have often
ventured to do this, when She was in this Kingdom, from the purest
Motives. It was a severe Exercise of Duty, which I cannot think of
without Horror, but which I never shrunk from. She gave me no
Credit for the Sacrifice I made, and I fear, should she read this,
she will judge harshly of this new Proof I give of my Concern for
her Welfare…

Monday, June 27, 1791

I have not had occasion to write in
this little Book lately—which is, I suppose, a sign of good
spirits, for it is true that I am more inclined to unburden myself
of Melancholy than happiness. And indeed, life has proceeded
smoothly enough these past two Months: Mr. Iredell scarcely away
from us at all; Mother overindulging in Spirits only in the
evenings, and only at home—which seems to be the best we can hope
for, alas—and in somewhat better humor now that she has begun
attending the Ladies’ Circle at Church; and none of us suffering
more than trifling Illnesses. Mrs. Bond and I have grown quite fond
of one another, and sometimes go visiting together; though I still
derive no enjoyment from performing these social obligations, it
pleases Mr. Iredell, and I find them far less obnoxious when I am
in the company of a Friend.

But I now take up my pen to report
a Suspicion that brings me both great joy and some apprehension: If
I am not much mistaken, I am once again with Child, and this at the
age of forty-three! If my calculations are correct, the Conception
occurred upon Mr. Iredell’s return from Trenton in April. Should I
carry the child to Term, and should it be healthy, it will perhaps
owe its existence to the extreme Dullness of that place.

I have not yet breathed anything of
this to Mr. Iredell, for I may not be pregnant at all; and it is
still so early that there is a great risk of Miscarrying, as has
happened to me once before; our Disappointment on that occasion was
so profound that I would prefer not to inflict it once again on Mr.
Iredell, although Heaven knows it would be a painful Secret for me
to bear.

It is difficult enough now to keep
all my teeming thoughts and emotions caged beneath a placid
exterior. I am at times elated beyond words, thinking of another
precious Child in my arms—I, who for so long considered that
Providence had for some reason deemed me unworthy of bearing
Children. The Child will be not much younger than Nelly’s Betsey,
who is now about six months, and in my idle fancies I see them
happily at play together. But the next minute I am gripped by fears
of losing the Babe, either before Birth or—like my poor tiny,
wrinkled Thomas, frail as a nestling—shortly thereafter. And then
of course there is the possibility of my own Life being taken,
especially as I am at such an advanced age for childbearing—not
that I should shrink from meeting my Maker, should it please Him to
take me; but how can I leave two, or perhaps three, young Children
bereft of their Mother, and Mr. Iredell with no one to aid him in
their care and education?

But I must not allow my mind to
lead me into such melancholy corners, dark Crannies that I strive
to keep tightly shut—especially as gloomy or agitated thoughts
during a Pregnancy are apt to have an unfavorable effect on the
Character and Health of the infant. For the Child’s sake, then, I
must strive to remain calm and cheerful. I must, for example, face
with equanimity, if not delight, the dinner that Mr. Iredell
intends to give in celebration of the day of our Independence—for
Mother has been on fairly good behavior for some weeks, and Mr.
Iredell believes it is now safe to risk having company. Dear
Heavens, the Fourth of July is but a week from today.

Were I to tell Mr. Iredell of my
condition, or what I suspect it to be, he would almost certainly
yield to my pleas and postpone, or even cancel, the Celebration.
But that I will not do, not yet. No: I shall write out the
invitations, this very afternoon, and have Sarah deliver them.
Indeed, when I look at the list we have agreed on, it is not so
fearful a group: my Brother and his wife; Mr. and Mrs. Bond; Major
Butler—who has been rather broken in spirit since his Wife’s
death—and his eldest Daughter; and, at Mr. Iredell’s urging, Mr.
Wilson and his eldest Daughter. We still, alas, have not
sufficient chairs for so large a number, but I imagine Mrs. Bond
will again oblige us by lending us a few. I hope that Mr. Wilson
and Major Butler are not so grand that they refuse to sit on
mismatched chairs!

Tuesday, July 5, 1791

Thank the Lord that is over.
The only good thing to be said about our Dinner party is that it
was so disastrous that Mr. Iredell will likely not want to repeat
the Experiment for quite some time.

The roast of veal, I suppose, was
acceptable—I wouldn’t know myself, having been so nauseated
throughout the meal that I could not bring myself to swallow a
mouthful. It did not help that the Weather has grown quite
uncomfortably warm, and the room, despite our having opened all the
windows, was stifling.

Mother persisted in asking for more
wine, and as it would not do to refuse her in front of Company, we
were forced to oblige—with the result that her speech became
increasingly loud and slurred, and in the end she excused herself
from the table before the pudding was served and fell asleep in her
chair in the Parlor. Her snores reverberated all the way to the
dining room, and it was decidedly awkward when we Ladies adjourned
to the Parlor for coffee and found her still there.

Even worse than Mother, though, was
what occurred between Major Butler and Mr. Wilson during dinner.
Things began peaceably enough, with the two of them fondly
recalling their experiences in the Convention that drafted the
Constitution—although as I look back on it, it seems that they were
already subtly vying at this point in the conversation, each one
taking pains to prove that his role was the more important. But
then Mr. Wilson got onto the subject of his Western lands: the
glorious Opportunities they present for men of vision and courage,
the possibility of reaping great personal Rewards while at the same
time contributing to the strength and wealth of the Country. Major
Butler, I noticed, began to frown and rub his long and rather
prominent chin in a way that betrayed some skepticism.

At length he said, in that
aristocratic drawl of his that ever seems to contain a polite
sneer, “But my dear Wilson, have you actually seen these
lands for yourself? One hears stories, you know, about unscrupulous
Speculators who entice these poor wretches over from Europe,
promising them milk and honey and all that sort of thing—and then
of course it turns out to be swampland, or barren hillsides, or
some such.”

Mr. Wilson clearly took offense at
this, for his round cheeks grew rather red, and his bushy eyebrows
began bobbing up and down. “I have seen quite a few of my holdings
myself, Sir, but the extent and remote location of the lands, and
the demands of my Judicial duties, of course make it quite
impossible for me to examine them all personally. However, even
those I have not seen have been described to me in great detail by
my Agents and surveyors, and I haven’t the least hesitation in
describing them as exceedingly fertile, and abundantly endowed with
coal, and running water, and other valuable features.”

“I see.” Major Butler arched
his eyebrows. “Well—call me fastidious if you will—but I could
never bring myself to buy a parcel of land that I had not
personally inspected, let alone endeavor to sell one.”

At this Mr. Wilson rose from his
place and leaned over the table towards where Major Butler sat,
planting his hands on the cloth. “Are you implying, Sir, that I
make claims for my lands that I cannot justify?”

“My dear Mr. Wilson!” Mr. Iredell
called out quickly, with a nervous laugh. “I’m quite sure Major
Butler meant nothing of the sort. I myself have heard that many of
these Western lands are beginning to show great promise. Mr. Bond,
you recently journeyed to Pittsburgh, did you not, on business?
Tell us, please, how did you find the place?”

At this cue Mr. Bond happily
embarked on a rather detailed narrative of his Journey, and Mr.
Wilson within a moment or so resumed his seat. I was exceedingly
relieved, and grateful for Mr. Iredell’s quick wit; for though I
had seen disaster looming just seconds ahead, I could not think of
anything to say or do that might avert it.

When all the guests had taken their
leave, Mr. Iredell and I sat for some minutes in a somber silence
that was broken only by Mother’s rasping intakes of breath (for,
now that the guests were gone and it made no difference, her snores
had at last quieted).

“Well,” Mr. Iredell said at last,
“it was unfortunate, but great Men will sometimes clash. By Jesus,
though, what a damned row!”

“At least Mrs. Johnston will have
something to talk about,” I replied, “other than Mother’s drinking
herself into a stupor. And, Sir, how many times must I ask you not
to swear?”

Mr. Iredell took my hand and kissed
it, by way of apology I suppose—although I have spent so many years
and so much breath begging him to break his Habit of swearing that
I feel certain he no longer pays me any mind on the Subject. There
then came a last loud snore from Mother—so deep and grating that it
seemed to emanate from her very gut—which caused us both to flinch
and Mr. Iredell to drop my hand, and we turned what remained of our
energies to the unpleasant business of getting Mother into
bed.

From Nelly Tredwell to Hannah
Iredell:

Edenton, North Carolina, July 17,
1791

It seems like an Age since I wrote
to you, my Dearest Aunt, but unavoidable circumstances have
prevented me. My Child & myself have both been very ill… Betsey
had the Thrush, & it was broke out on my Breast—never did
anyone Suckle a Child in more agony than I did for four weeks… .
Whenever she would go to suck I was as much Convulsed with the
violence of the Pain as if I had been going into a fit … I was
taken with an intermitting fever, & not knowing the
consequences, I continued to Suckle my little Cross Pet; & in
two Days … She was taken with a fever that for Eleven Days was
never off … I know not how I got better, for after she was taken
sick She would not let anyone touch her but me, & all the Sleep
I got was in the Day with her dozing at the Breast. For after the
Family went to Bed I never Slept for fear of her having fits, &
so much did I dread Them that if she started the Least in the World
I was in a violent tremble & as sick as Death in a Minute
…
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