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In the annals of American history, the founding First Ladies stand as icons
of grace, patriotism, and virtue. They are often depicted as idealized
figures, their lives and experiences sanitized to fit a narrative of national
pride. However, behind this polished facade lies a more complex and often
hidden reality: the deep and enduring connections these women had with
enslaved people.

In her groundbreaking book, Ties That Bound: Founding First Ladies and
Slaves, renowned historian Mary Beth Norton meticulously unravels these
hidden relationships, bringing to light the personal stories, struggles, and
triumphs of these individuals. Through extensive research and meticulous
analysis, Norton paints a vivid portrait of the complex web of power,
intimacy, and exploitation that existed within the households of the founding
fathers.

Martha Washington: A Complicated Legacy

Martha Washington, the first First Lady of the United States, is often
portrayed as a benevolent mistress who treated her slaves with kindness.
However, as Norton reveals, Washington's relationship with slavery was far
more complicated. She inherited slaves from her first husband, and despite
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her husband's wishes to free them, she retained ownership of them
throughout her life. Norton explores the reasons behind Washington's
decision, examining the social and economic pressures she faced as a
wealthy widow in 18th-century Virginia.

Norton also unearths the stories of individual slaves in Washington's
household, such as Ona Judge, a skilled seamstress who escaped to
freedom in 1796. Through Judge's narrative, Norton exposes the harsh
realities of slavery, even within the household of the nation's leader.

Abigail Adams: A Path to Redemption

Abigail Adams, wife of John Adams, is remembered as an outspoken
advocate for women's rights and education. However, Norton delves into
Adams's complex relationship with slavery, revealing a gradual evolution in
her views over time. Adams initially defended slavery as a necessary evil,
but her experiences in Paris during the American Revolution opened her
eyes to the horrors of the institution.

Norton traces Adams's growing abolitionist sentiments, culminating in her
decision to free her husband's inherited slaves. While Adams's actions
were motivated by a desire to live in accordance with her principles, Norton
also acknowledges the practical considerations that influenced her
decision.

Dolley Madison: A Masterful Navigator

Dolley Madison, wife of James Madison, is often celebrated for her social
graces and her role in promoting American culture. However, as Norton
reveals, Madison also played a complex and nuanced role in the lives of
enslaved people in her household.



Norton examines Madison's efforts to maintain a harmonious household
while grappling with the morality of slavery. She skillfully negotiated
between her husband's anti-slavery beliefs and the reality of their economic
dependence on slave labor. While Madison did not free her slaves during
her lifetime, she made provisions for their gradual emancipation after her
death.

Ties That Bound is a groundbreaking work of historical scholarship that
sheds new light on the founding era of the United States. Through
meticulous research and engaging storytelling, Mary Beth Norton brings to
life the hidden connections between founding First Ladies and slaves,
challenging traditional narratives and illuminating the complexities of
American history.

Norton's book is not merely an academic exercise; it is a powerful reminder
of the enduring legacy of slavery in America. By uncovering the personal
stories of these individuals, Ties That Bound forces us to confront the
contradictions and hypocrisies that have shaped our nation's past and
present.

As Norton writes in the of her book, "These women were not mere
bystanders in the history of slavery. They were active participants, both as
beneficiaries of the institution and as witnesses to its horrors. Their stories
remind us that the struggle against slavery was a complex and often
contradictory affair, involving both personal sacrifices and moral
compromises."

Ties That Bound is an essential read for anyone interested in American
history, women's history, or the enduring legacy of slavery. It is a thought-



provoking and deeply moving account that will undoubtedly continue to
shape our understanding of the founding era and its impact on our nation
today.
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