












understood that thou art opposed to my speaking in 
public, etc. Now if they think so, they are very excus
able for grumbling about it. "39 A long, kindly letter 
arrived from Angelina's mother in Charlestown, full 
of advice for how her daughter should conduct her 
married life, and sounding an ominous note: 

After you become a Matron, I hope you will 
feel that retirement is best suited to your 
station; and you will desire to retire from. 
the busy scenes of publicity, and to enjoy that 
happiness which I hope your home will yield 
you.40 

Angelina, it can be assumed, disregarded her mo
ther's suggestions. On the afternoon of May 14, the 
wedding guests, who included most of the leading aboli
tionists of the day, gathered at Anna Grimke Frost's 
home in Philadelphia to witness the reading of the 
marriage vows. "Theodore addressed Angelina in a 
solemn and tender manner, " Sarah reported. "He 
alluded to the unrighteous power vested in a husband 
by the laws of the United States over the person and 
property of his wife, and he abjured all authority, all 
government, save the influence which love would give 41 
to them over each other as moral and immortal beings. 
The couple was blessed by two ministers, one black 
and one white, and thus began "the experiment, as 
she termed it. " 

As if to make a declaration that they were not 
going to "retire from the busy scenes of publicity," 
Angelina and Sarah plunged immediately into political 
activity. The wedding had been timed to coincide with 
the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, and 
two days after taking her vows, Angelina, and Sarah 

42 with her, proceeded to join their abolitionist sisters. 
Angelina delivered a stirring speech and both women 
were elected vice-presidents of the Convention. They 
labored hard and courageously, watched a Philadelphia 
mob burn down the newly-dedicated Pennsylvania Hall, 
and when it was all over immediately withdrew to their 
new home in Fort Lee. 

· All three of the new inhabitants of Fort Lee were 
badly in need of rest. The sisters especially had just 
finished an exhausting year-long speaking tour of New 
England, and Angelina had not completely recovered 
from the typhoid fever she had contracted the winter 
before. The pace they had been keeping was a killing 
one and so it is not surprising that the first few 
months after the marriage, they all took the oppor
tunity to relax, and to withdraw from public activity. 
Sarah and Angelina threw themselves into learning 
'the domestic arts, ' and Theodore spent a few days 
a week at the office of the Anti-Slavery Society in 
New York. In the winter of 1838, they began to col
lect material for a massive survey of slave conditions; 
all winter they combed through newspapers and peri -
odicals and when they were finished, the results were 
compiled into Slavery As It Is, the most widely sold 
of all abolitionist tracts. 

As the months wore on, however, the sisters be
gan to receive inquiries about their future participa
tion in anti-slavery work. Sarah's services were 43 solicited for New England, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. 
A Charles Hadwin wrote Angelina in January from 
Worcester. "When shall we hear thee and Sarah again 
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orally pleading the cause of the oppressed," he asked. 
"Ought such talents be rapped (sic) in a napkin or 
such lights hid under a bushel? ,,44 Privately, Henry 
Wright expressed his concern. "I have no expecta
tions that Sarah or Angelina will ever go forth again, " 
he wrote Abby Kelly . "They have retired and are, 
I fear, under an influence that has bound and fettered 
their souls. ,, 45 

At first, Sarah's and Angelina's responses to 
charges that they had abandoned their reform commit
ments were confident. Their 'retirement', they as
serted, was a principled action, consciously taken to 
prove the tenets of their feminism. "I do not agree 
with thee that I can now be doing anything of more im -
portance than superintending my household affairs," 
Angelina wrote to Anne Weston in October, 1838, 
"because in doing so I am proving that public lecturing 
does not unfit woman for private duties. No one then 
but Sister and myself can do our work 
this for the benefit of our sex at large . •t The impli
cation was that their domesticity was voluntary, and 
that when once again they heard the call to public ser
vice in behalf of woman or the slave, they could and 
would go. 

The conditions of their private lives were chang
ing, however, and gradually their domesticity was 
becoming less voluntary, their familial duties more 
demanding. In December, 1839, Angelina gave birth 
to Charles Stuart Weld, the first of her three children, 
and a few months later the Weld household moved to 
a larger home, a farmhouse in Belleville, New Jersey. 
Co-incident with this was a cut in salary that Theodore 
had taken, and Angelina and Sarah found themselves 
forced to manage a larger household on a greatly re
duced, and constricting, budget. In the first few 
months of marriage, Angelina had been optimistic 
that experience would bring a lessening of domestic 
burdens. "We are looking forward to a much easier 
time than we have yet had," she had cheerfully written 
then. 4 7 But this hope had been shattered, due in large 
part to the new responsibilities that motherhood im -
posed upon her and Sarah; their familial obligations 
were now very nearly overwhelming. 

In the winter of 1841, Theodore emerged from his 
semi-retirement to assist the petition campaign which 
anti-slavery Whigs were now waging in Congress. He 
spent the winter of 1841-42 in Washington, returned 
to Belleville in April, and then went back to Washing
ton for the winter session of Congress; during his 
absence from the farm, he left "the domestic burdens 
entirely in the hands of the two women. 1148 He had 
not found that the role of husband and father prohibited 
his return to active politics; for him domestic obli
gations had continued to be voluntary activities. Not 
so for Sarah and Angelina. Unlike Theodore, they 
were never able to reemerge from the isolation of 
their private lives. After the p.iblication of Slavery 
As It Is, they made no more major contributions to 
either abolitionism or feminism. Their domestic 
obligations even prevented them from attending the 
World Anti-Slavery Convention, held in London in 
1840, to which they had been asked to go as delegates.49 

By that time, just five years after their spectacular 
entry into abolitionist and feminist activity, their 
public careers were largely at an end. 



The step into domesticity had proven an irrever
sible one for the Grimkes. They had embarked on 
their 'experiment' to prove that women were capable 
of leading full and active public lives while continuing 
to adhere to the traditional familial forms that society 
demanded of their sex. To the degree that their lives 
were a test for their beliefs, they proved just the 
opposite, that it was precisely her 'domestic relations' 
that relegated woman to her inferior status, and that 
kept her from full involvement in the world beyond 
the hearth. 

The Grimkes premature withdrawal from the 
public sphere and their subsequent retreat into domes
ticity and motherhood represent the squandering of 
the immense talents of two remarkable women. Had 
Angelina and Sarah been men, greater note might have 
been taken of the foreshortening of their political lives, 
but since they were women, the sacrifice of their 
unique talents to the routine, yet exhausting demands 
of domestic duties continues to go unnoticed and un
lamented by historians. Their centemporaries, 
however, were not unaware of the dimensions of their 
tragedy. After visiting Angelina at Fort Lee, Abby 
Kelly reported to Anne Weston, "How many: 8hanges 
have come over 'the spirit of her dream. 1115 
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Like the great majority of their sisters, in their 
century and ours, the Grimkes sacrificed the unique 
promise inherent in their humanity to the routine de
mands made upon their femininity. The same social 
forces and conventions which overwhelmed the Woman 
Movement overwhelmed them, and in the tragedy of 
their lives the tragedy of American feminism and of 
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