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Introduction

History is crucially distinguished from fiction by curiosity about 
what actually happened in the past. Beyond the self—outside the 
realm of the imagination—lies a landscape cluttered with the detri-
tus of past living, a mélange of clues and codes informative of a 
moment as real as this present one. When curiosity is stirred about 
an aspect of this past, a relationship with an object has begun.1

Who was Elizabeth Tuttle? The most common answer to this question cites a 
genealogical relationship: Elizabeth Tuttle was the paternal grandmother of 
Jonathan Edwards. Colonial America’s greatest theologian was born in 1703, 
the only son of Elizabeth’s second child. He began his career as the pastor 
of the Congregational church in Northampton, Massachusetts, and, through 
his powerful preaching and popular revival writings, he became a leader of 
the international evangelical movement that transformed Protestant Chris-
tianity in the eighteenth century. After a theological dispute forced him to 
leave Northampton, he took a post at the Indian mission in Stockbridge, 
Massachusetts, where he wrote lengthy treatises defending such traditional 
Calvinist doctrines as original sin and divine sovereignty. In the nineteenth 
century, his disciples founded on these doctrinal writings a new theological 
movement, and as evangelicalism swept the country, his importance grew. In 
the mid–twentieth century, he emerged as the central figure in the modern 
academic study of colonial American intellectual history. Constructed as a 
misunderstood genius whose writings were “so much ahead of his time that 
our own can hardly be said to have caught up with him,” Edwards has gener-
ated an outpouring of scholarship that eclipses in size and scope the work 
on any other figure in American religious history.2 Social historians have 
reduced this outsized image to a more manageable scale, but the Edwards 
myth endures, appropriated most recently by theologians building an intel-
lectual foundation for the modern evangelical tradition.3

Elizabeth Tuttle plays but a small role in this idealized construction of Jon-
athan Edwards. His is a large—and very male—story of powerful intellects 
and clashing theological ideas. The women who inhabit its periphery, like 
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Elizabeth Tuttle, have not received sustained attention, for their inarticulate, 
thinly documented lives appear insignificant to the intellectual historians 
and theologians who regularly write about Edwards. This project came into 
focus only when I shifted my gaze from the central story to its margins. From 
this perspective, my attention was quickly drawn to the figure of Elizabeth 
Tuttle. Modern biographers of Edwards have routinely depicted his paternal 
grandmother as a rebellious woman who by her mad threats and promis-
cuous behavior drove her long-suffering husband to petition for a divorce. 
Ola Elizabeth Winslow’s Pulitzer Prize–winning study, which appeared in 
1940, established this crazy-grandmother story as a standard feature of the 
Edwards myth. Subsequent biographers from Perry Miller to George Mars-
den have invariably followed Winslow’s lead, portraying her as the antithesis 
of the puritan goodwife.4 This misbehaving woman added a pinch of spice, a 
whiff of scandal, to Edwards’s pious moralism, but she also seemed a bit too 
convenient, a straw man dressed in cap and petticoats. Her gendered identity 
aroused my curiosity and led me again to ask, Just who was Elizabeth Tuttle?

The historical answer to this question consists of a series of dates: Eliza-
beth Tuttle was an ordinary puritan woman who was born in the New Haven 
colony in 1645. In 1667 she married a cooper named Richard Edwards and 
moved to Hartford, where her new husband lived. Less than seven months 
after the marriage she gave birth to an early baby, the first in the expected 
succession of children. In 1691, she separated from her family when the Con-
necticut General Court granted her husband’s petition for a divorce. After 
this date she disappears; no record even notes the date of her death.

These dates reveal very little about the person whose life they represent. 
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, who has contributed more than any other colonial 
American historian to the study of ordinary lives, recognizes this inadequacy. 
In her book A Midwife’s Tale, a diary provides access to the “real story” of 
Martha Ballard’s life. “[H]er biography would be little more than a succes-
sion of dates,” Ulrich admits, without this meticulous first-person source.5 
It rescues this ordinary woman from the obscurity of numberless persons 
of the past whose lives have made only scant marks on the historical record. 
With Elizabeth Tuttle I am not so fortunate. No diary remains to trace the 
tedium of her daily life; no cache of letters provides a glimpse of the interior-
ity of her existence. She left behind no first-person writings at all, not even a 
signature on a document. Shall we conclude from this absence that her life is 
irrecoverable, and move on? If not, how shall we fill this void?

Because Elizabeth Tuttle’s story cannot be told directly, we must adopt an 
indirect approach. This method begins with the recognition that ordinary 
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people in colonial America occupied clearly defined locations within the web 
of relationships that constituted the family. These relationships, although 
unequal, were reciprocal. They “tied men and women together in a com-
plex series of mutual dependencies.”6 As interdependent pairs, husbands and 
wives, parents and children had relational identities, determined primarily 
by the duties and obligations that adhered to the role each performed in the 
family. This book takes as its object of study, therefore, Elizabeth Tuttle not 
as an isolated individual but as a member of a family. Beginning her life as 
a child in her parents’ household, she became at marriage a member of the 
Edwards family, a new identity reinforced by her change in physical location. 
As Richard Edwards’s wife, she became the female head of her own fam-
ily defined by new reciprocal relationships. When he divorced her, she lost 
that role and was left without a visible place in any family, neither Tuttle nor 
Edwards. Because these interrelated and shifting family structures formed 
the framework within which she lived her life, reconstituting them can tell us 
something about who Elizabeth Tuttle was.

Sources documenting the Tuttle and Edwards families in their first and 
second generations are plentiful. Although Elizabeth made only meager 
tracks, many of the men and women to whom she was joined by ties of blood 
and marriage left behind more robust records of their colonial lives. From 
these materials a picture can be formed of the family she grew up in and the 
family she married into. These were migrant families, bringing with them to 
the New World identities already formed in the old, identities that shaped 
in many ways who they became after settlement. A reconstruction of this 
transatlantic identity must, therefore, begin with the complex of religious 
and economic motives that led these families to risk migration. Although the 
Tuttles, like most colonists, left no record of their decision-making process, 
the factors that pushed the Edwardses out of England are well documented 
in a rare collection of letters. For both families, however, sufficient informa-
tion can be recovered to obtain a clear sense of their social locations in Eng-
land, and of how successfully they embodied the puritan family ideal after 
settlement in the colonies.

The normative family in puritan New England has been described in a 
rich literature. Classic studies, such as Edmund S. Morgan’s The Puritan Fam-
ily and John P. Demos’s A Little Commonwealth, have produced valuable por-
traits of the religious and cultural expectations defining the different roles 
each member of the family occupied.7 Such abstract descriptions of the ideal 
type form useful standards of judgment, but they provide little information 
about how particular men and women actually behaved. To explore this 
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disorderly reality I have adopted a method fruitfully employed by social his-
torians studying the dynamic of town life in early New England. Like town 
studies, this book takes the extant colonial records as its textual foundation, 
but it reduces the scale of observation from the families that inhabited a par-
ticular town to two intertwined families. Colonial court records contain a 
plethora of information about the many members of Elizabeth Tuttle’s inter-
connected kin network. Civil court records, which preserve such routine 
activities as probating an estate or suing out a debt action, identify times 
when her relations were flourishing or struggling in their worldly affairs. 
Criminal court records are an even richer source because of the unusual 
number of transgressions—ranging from small sex crimes to spectacular 
murders—that occurred in her extended family. These sources tell us more 
about how she and her relations misbehaved than how they lived their daily 
lives. Such exceptional moments reveal, however, a fragile and tragic dimen-
sion of Elizabeth Tuttle’s experience that tells us much about who she was.

Central to this identity was gender. As a socially constructed category, 
gender is not defined in isolation but is performed in relationships. Focus-
ing on Elizabeth Tuttle as a woman embedded in a web of personal rela-
tionships accents the gendered dimension of her experience. More specifi-
cally, it uncovers repeated examples of gendered conflict and violence in her 
extended family. Each of the pivotal moments in these men’s and women’s 
lives was gendered. The migrations of both families to the American colonies 
were driven at least in part by the difficulty of achieving the patriarchal ideal 
of manhood in seventeenth-century England. Once settled in Connecticut, 
the heads of both families struggled with differing degrees of success and 
failure to model this ideal. The crimes that shattered the Tuttle family in its 
second generation likewise can be understood only by reconstructing the 
gender expectations that constrained their perpetrators. And Elizabeth Tut-
tle’s marriage broke down because of the gendered failures of each of the par-
ties. When her increasing incapacity as a goodwife impeded her husband’s 
patriarchal ambitions, their union began to unravel.

This divorce distinguishes Elizabeth Tuttle’s life from that of most colonial 
goodwives. Because the Massachusetts and Connecticut colonies considered 
marriage to be a civil contract, not a religious sacrament, divorces were on 
occasion granted for cause. This unconventional end to her marriage is com-
monly paired with the early baby that damaged her union from its outset. 
These two experiences can tell us much about who Elizabeth Tuttle was, but 
whether they identify her as a rebellious woman, as biographers of Jonathan 
Edwards have commonly assumed, is a principal question driving this work. 
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Richard Edwards attributed the breakdown of his marriage to the willful 
and unsubmissive behavior of his wife. This figure of Elizabeth Tuttle, the 
only one preserved in the historical record, has a weight that is difficult to 
escape. In both the seventeenth and the twenty-first centuries, the conviction 
that women are by nature deceitful, untrustworthy, and prone to sexual sin 
undermines more positive images. Puritan divines directly challenged this 
threatening figure by constructing an image of woman as man’s domestic 
“helpmeet” and spiritual companion. They “mounted the most cogent, most 
sustained, and most enduring attack on the contemporary wisdom concern-
ing women’s inherent evil.” However, the older image of woman as a “neces-
sary evil” persisted, ready to be deployed whenever she strayed from her God-
ordained place in submission to men.8 At one and possibly two moments in 
her life, Elizabeth Tuttle failed—or refused—to serve the man to whom she 
was yoked. Predictably, when she stepped out of place she morphed into the 
menacing figure of the unsubmissive woman. This image has endured for 
three centuries, acquiring new force as it appeared in new historical contexts.

My construction of a new figure of Elizabeth Tuttle is, therefore, an 
attempt to peel away this well-worn veneer and recover the fragments of 
lost humanity that lie beneath. To give this effort narrative coherence, I have 
structured it as a search not only for who Elizabeth Tuttle was but also for 
how she explained the breakdown of her marriage. Her husband’s explana-
tion has been preserved in his divorce petitions. But the disintegration of a 
marriage of almost twenty-five years seldom has only one explanation. Rarely 
is either party wholly innocent; both probably failed in some ways in their 
roles as husband, wife, and parent. I use the search for a thicker description 
of the cause of this divorce as a plot device that unifies the discrete elements 
of Elizabeth’s experience into one sustained narrative. Like the uranium in 
Alfred Hitchcock’s classic film Notorious, this cause is my “MacGuffin,” a 
small mystery that sets the plot in motion.9

This narrative is constrained by Elizabeth Tuttle’s absence. A conven-
tional linear account of her activities in each successive stage of her life is 
impossible. Adjusting for this lack of biographical detail, I have assembled 
a series of interlocking episodes, each focused on a defining moment in the 
lives of the people to whom she was closely related. At times, my protagonist 
makes an appearance in these smaller stories. More often, she stands on the 
periphery of events, a participant whose part is unknown. These tales cumu-
latively form a larger narrative tracing an alternative explanation for the 
divorce. Although Elizabeth Tuttle has a leading role in this drama, her pres-
ence remains shadowy and ill defined. My narrative of the divorce exists on 
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the boundary “between what we can know and what we can’t know” about 
the past.10 This is an exciting, but frustrating, place to be, always pointing to 
realities just beyond my grasp. In this location no complete explanation of 
any past event, including the divorce, can be discovered. But the lack of a 
complete explanation does not mean that all explanations are equally valid. 
Although the “evidence is uneven, various, and will generally support many 
interpretations,” the historian Richard D. Brown observes, it “will not sup-
port any interpretation we may imagine.”11 Likely stories must be measured 
against what can be known to suggest the shape of the unknown.

Why does this small story matter? Why reconstruct the sources of unhap-
piness that caused the marriage of one ordinary puritan couple to fail? Why 
care about Elizabeth Tuttle at all? Microhistorians, who intensively study the 
lives of ordinary people from the past, have been accused of loving their sub-
jects too much. This sin is, however, redeemed by larger motives. Microhis-
tories commonly aim to solve small mysteries by tracing obscure subjects 
through meager records. But this exercise in historical detection is, as the 
historian Jill Lepore observes, a “means to an end—and that end is always 
explaining the culture.”12 One thing Elizabeth Tuttle’s divorce helps to explain 
is the complex reality of puritan family life. Looking through this lens mag-
nifies the sorrows endured by colonial men and women in their daily lives. 
Traditional studies of the puritan family emphasize factors contributing to 
its formation and flourishing, because they are representative of the norma-
tive family. Aberrations from the ideal, while recognized, are not the prin-
cipal object of investigation. Events promoting family failure, such as men-
tal instability, sexual indiscretion, death, violence, and financial loss, recede 
from view, creating the impression that each “little church” and “little com-
monwealth,” to use the well-known seventeenth-century descriptors, mod-
eled the ideal.13 The Tuttle and Edwards families in their early generations 
reveal that not all colonists succeeded in their most important earthly task, 
the creation of an orderly household. The sorts of frustrations these men 
and women encountered while struggling to form families and to meet their 
domestic responsibilities, although more intense than most, were an ordi-
nary part of daily life.

The story of Elizabeth Tuttle’s divorce brings these frustrations into focus 
by capturing moments when they exploded into violence or caused mar-
riages to break down. It shows that “conflict was central to family experience 
and that intersections of gender, sexuality, and violence were essential to both 
family and community in early America.”14 Although a unique conjunction of 
small misfortunes and shocking crimes constitute her story of family failure, 
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the characters in this drama are ordinary people who experienced extraor-
dinary events. An intensive study of the forces that ruptured the bonds tying 
these interlocking families together, therefore, exposes an underexplored 
dimension of the domestic lives of the colonists. It brings us one step closer to 
understanding the lived experience of ordinary people of the past.

This story also brings a second ideal a bit closer to the real. In the study 
of early American history, Jonathan Edwards has been loved too much. This 
inordinate love has exaggerated the singularity of the great theologian’s work 
and distorted our understanding of his past. Modern scholars of Edwards 
have noted the domestic difficulties of his paternal grandparents, but like the 
friends and family of a divorcing couple, they have taken sides. Representing 
Elizabeth Tuttle as the guilty party preserves Richard Edwards’s virtue. He 
has been presumed innocent on account of his grandson’s accomplishments, 
and she has been condemned through her association with the image of the 
rebellious woman. Reconstructing the sources of this couple’s unhappiness 
complicates this neat apportionment of praise and blame. Victim and villain 
cannot neatly be identified. As with most failed marriages, there is plenty of 
blame to share.

Passionate lovers of Edwards may read this narrative as a sort of betrayal. 
Microhistorians commonly do commit this sin, for their method, as Lepore 
observes, leads them “to betray people who have left abundant records in 
order to resurrect those who did not.”15 My story, however, is disloyal only 
to the disembodied image of Edwards first constructed by Perry Miller, the 
most important twentieth-century scholar of the colonial theologian’s work. 
“The real life of Jonathan Edwards was the life of his mind,” Miller announces 
in the opening line of his influential biography.16 This approach constitutes 
its own act of betrayal. By equating “life” with intellectual production, Miller 
renders lifeless the ordinary men and women, like Elizabeth Tuttle, who have 
historically been denied elite expressions of agency. By idealizing Edwards’s 
mind, he neglects the embodied world that produced this brilliant intellect.

The bodies of Edwards’s seventeenth-century ancestors are impossible to 
ignore. Some had sex with unsanctioned partners and neglected their mari-
tal duties. Others defaulted on their creditors because they could not manage 
their money. And two committed brutal murders in fits of violent rage or 
uncontrolled madness. These all-too-physical acts forcibly situate Edwards 
in the social history of colonial New England. They embed his mind in the 
fleshy particulars that constituted the daily lives of the colonists. That he was 
a product of this world, and that he engaged this world throughout his min-
istry, does not, as Miller believed, trap his thought in the eighteenth century, 
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nor does it negate his literary and philosophical accomplishments.17 But it 
does challenge us to integrate his mind with his body and attend to how 
images of the ordinary people who inhabited his physical world have been 
constructed.

The women who played supporting characters in the drama of Edwards’s 
ideas have predictably been represented by two sharply contrasting fig-
ures. His wife is depicted as the model mate for a great theologian, while 
his grandmother is cast as her opposite. By flaunting her infidelities and 
delighting in her disobedience, she appears just the sort of woman to make 
a man miserable. This representation of Elizabeth Tuttle, however, itself has 
a history. Tracing the construction of this image forms the sequel to our 
reconstruction of the divorce. This narrative of remembrance and forgetting 
begins in the years following the divorce. Like most voiceless women of the 
past, Elizabeth quickly disappears, taking with her all traces of the divorce. 
By the beginning of the nineteenth century, this unpleasant episode had been 
so effectively forgotten that Edwards’s early biographers claimed his grandfa-
ther had remarried following his wife’s death, not a messy divorce. Only as 
America began fashioning a new relation to its puritan past did the memory 
of Elizabeth Tuttle return. 

These memories first reawakened during the colonial revival period of 
the latter nineteenth century. As the historian Joseph Conforti has shown, 
Edwards’s theological writings were in the century following his death forged 
into an influential religious tradition. This Edwardsian tradition, in turn, laid 
the groundwork for his emergence as a “totemic figure in heavily nativist 
colonial revival narratives explaining the Anglo-Puritan origins of American 
culture.”18 This cultural appropriation of Edwards gradually revived memo-
ries of Elizabeth Tuttle and led her to reappear in a surprising new location. 
Because of Edwards’s iconic status in American culture, his illustrious line 
of descendants was cast as the exemplar of a eugenically superior blood-
line, illustrating the heritability of such traits as intellectual ability, moral 
character, and leadership. Searching for the font of this hereditary genius, 
eugenics promoters discovered the figure of Elizabeth Tuttle. Critics, how-
ever, deployed a more menacing image to discredit the campaign to limit 
reproduction of the “unfit.” My protagonist emerges from this debate with 
an identity fashioned from two of the eugenics movement’s central preoccu-
pations: hereditary insanity and sexual deviancy. And this identity persisted 
throughout the twentieth century. Adopted by early American historians, the 
crazy-grandmother story became a regular feature of the Edwards myth.

. . .
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So, who was Elizabeth Tuttle, and what was her story of the divorce? Tak-
ing these questions as my starting point, I have uncovered two new narra-
tives, bound together by the figure of Elizabeth Tuttle. The first section of the 
book reconstructs the circumstances contributing to the breakdown of her 
marriage. Spanning three generations, the story of this one marriage’s failure 
comprises many families. In this dense web of domestic relations, multiple 
households were damaged or destroyed by the same things that cause mari-
tal crises today—economic instability, sexual indiscretion, violent death, and 
mental illness. By telling these small stories, each chapter illustrates how dif-
ficult the puritan family ideal was to achieve and how easily it could be shat-
tered. Together, they trace the slow accumulation of stressors that contrib-
uted to the collapse of Elizabeth’s marriage. 

Chapter 1 explores the factors that may have led Elizabeth’s father, Wil-
liam Tuttle, to leave his ancestral home in the English Midlands and migrate 
with his large and flourishing family to the New Haven colony, where our 
female protagonist was born. Chapter 2 similarly traces the migration of 
William Edwards and his mother, Anne, from their modest east London 
home to Hartford, Connecticut, where our male protagonist was born. 
Although raised in a dysfunctional household, Richard Edwards married a 
girl from a prominent family; his union with Elizabeth was, however, dam-
aged from the outset by the domestic crisis caused by the arrival of an early 
baby. Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the two murders that bookend the disinte-
gration of their marriage. Nine years after the wedding, Elizabeth’s younger 
brother Benjamin murdered their sister Sarah in a moment of uncontrolled 
rage. This awful providence shattered the large Tuttle family, and in its after-
math Elizabeth, as well as two of her siblings, began to break down. Her 
older brother David was eventually placed in a guardian’s care, while her 
younger sister Mercy, in a shocking repetition of her brother’s crime, was 
driven to kill her eldest son. Chapter 5 brings all these threads together to 
reconstruct the long train of tragedies that eventually led Richard Edwards 
to file for divorce. 

This book, however, is not simply about telling stories of ordinary people 
from the past; it is also about how the stories of great men are remembered 
and retold. The second section of the book traces Elizabeth Tuttle’s con-
tested memory. Chapter 6 considers how in the years after the divorce the 
Edwards family waged an extended campaign to refashion the past. Rich-
ard quickly erased his troublesome first wife by remarrying and starting a 
new, more prestigious career. Although plagued by anxious doubts, Timothy 
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Edwards continued his father’s makeover. By the third generation, all trou-
bling memories had been forgotten, leaving Jonathan Edwards free to fight 
his own battles. Chapter 7 examines the complex of factors leading to the 
reemergence of the figure of Elizabeth Tuttle. The search for the source of the 
crazy-grandmother story, which appears repeatedly in modern scholarship 
on Edwards, eventually leads to the eugenics movement. Documenting the 
prominent role an image of the Edwards family played in this popular social 
reform program reveals an unexplored dimension of the puritan theologian’s 
nineteenth-century legacy. 

These two narratives intersect in the figure of Elizabeth Tuttle. She is the 
plot device joining the original story to its sequel, but the sequel in turn 
reveals why her image has dominated the telling of the original tale. By 
deconstructing the source of the crazy-grandmother story, we open a quiet 
space in which to listen for Elizabeth Tuttle’s voice. Her representation as a 
rebellious woman has, however, an ineluctable narrative power. Even as we 
strain to catch a few words from our protagonist, this familiar image will 
likely be heard muttering mad threats and taunting her poor husband with 
her extramarital escapades. But there is another way to tell the story of the 
divorce, and we will now begin teasing it out from the historical records.
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