"wife sale"

Entry
A method of ending a marriage, practiced in colonial America. As practiced in England at least until 1880, this was an informal granting of a man's wife, marital obligations, and rights to another man in exchange for payment of money and/or goods such as alcohol. In England the transaction required a husband to bring his wife, with a halter around her neck, to a cattle market. There she was auctioned off with the other "mares" to the highest bidder. The same procedure—including the halter—sometimes was followed in colonial America. In some cases, however, wives were sold to their lovers or to members of their own families following a private agreement between husband and wife and in an effort to circumvent colonial divorce law and proceedings. In places where wife sales occurred, neither the churches nor the courts interfered.

