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INTRODUCTION



I

In 1663, Charles II, the restored king of England, granted a charter to the colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. The king put his seal to several colonial charters in the early years of his reign, but the charter for Rhode Island was unusual. Unlike similar charters for Connecticut and Massachusetts granted after the Restoration, the political status Charles II gave Rhode Island was not a royal confirmation of a colony originally chartered under the reign of an earlier Stuart monarch. In designating the citizens of Rhode Island “a bodye politique or corporate,” the king gave political legitimacy to a collection of settlements that owed their legal existence to privileges granted by various Parliamentary bodies, after they had seized power from Charles II’s father, Charles I.1

This collection of settlements was also unusual. In contrast to the typical pattern for founding English colonies in North America, the settlements forming Rhode Island existed in fact in America before they existed in law in England. Roger Williams founded Providence after his Separatist principles led to his expulsion from Massachusetts; Anne Hutchinson’s party founded the island settlements of Portsmouth and Newport in the aftermath of the Antinomian Controversy; Samuel Gorton (called a familist by his enemies but defying easy description) settled Warwick after running afoul of several New England governments.2 Against the model of a royal grant of a patent or charter for a swath of North America creating an abstraction that colonists would subsequently fulfill, this charter conferred unified political recognition to a heterogeneous collection of settlements founded under duress by refugees and exiles from more established colonies.

Every settlement forming the colony chartered as Rhode Island and Providence Plantations had either legal or voluntary exiles from the Massachusetts Bay Colony for founders. Given the vexed relations these settlers had with their more orthodox colonial neighbors, it is not surprising that the 1663 Rhode Island charter came only as the culmination of a series of struggles by Rhode Islanders to forestall efforts by the Massachusetts Bay Colony, as well as Plymouth and Connecticut, to seize the territory these dissidents occupied.3 In 1644, Roger Williams sailed home from London with the first charter for Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, despite the competing claims of Thomas Weld and Hugh Peter on behalf of Massachusetts. Samuel Gorton followed Williams’s example in 1646 by securing a Parliamentary order confirming his tenure on Shawomet Neck, which he renamed Warwick. He prevailed in this errand over Edward Winslow, who presented the Bay Colony’s case against Gorton to London readers. In 1652, John Clarke, a Baptist, successfully petitioned Cromwell’s Council of State to rescind Bay Colony sympathizer William Coddington’s effort to take the government of Portsmouth and Newport into his own hands. The grant of the 1663 charter, which was also Clarke’s doing, followed another defeat for Massachusetts interests in the court of Charles II: In 1661, the king issued a writ preventing Massachusetts from resorting to capital punishment against Quakers who used Rhode Island as a base for their forays into the less tolerant precincts of Massachusetts, Plymouth, Connecticut, and New Haven.

In sum, an illustrated map of Rhode Island at the time of the Restoration would look rather like a real-life colonial version of the frontispieces that appeared in some of the editions of Ephraim Pagitt’s Heresiography published around this time, with images of Seekers, Familists, Antinomians, and Anabaptists.4

Charters, patents, and boundaries are usually the province of history, rather than literature. However, Errands into the Metropolis is not a history of colonial Rhode Island. Indeed, Rhode Island, in itself, is not fundamental to the concerns of this project. Instead, this project considers the struggles to control Rhode Island and their outcomes as evidence supporting an argument about the unique possibilities confronting colonial authors writing for English audiences in the middle of the seventeenth century. The flows of power and knowledge between colony and metropolis created distinct opportunities for colonial dissidents to make appeals to metropolitan authority in the form of printed texts. As David Zaret details, New Englanders joined their domestic brethren in participating in the new discursive milieu created by the explosion of print: “Printing in the English Revolution pushed political communication in new directions that today we associate with public opinion.”5 Zaret argues that print imposes a dialogic form on these debates, which appeal to a nascent form of public opinion. If anything, writers from New England enjoyed an additional degree of freedom in their appeals. By framing their stories in ways that resonated with literary forms familiar to metropolitan readers, colonial dissidents availed themselves of specific discursive opportunities produced by a historically distinct combination of political, cultural, and technological circumstances.
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FIGURE 1: Title page, Ephraim Pagitt, Heresiography (London: 1654).

Courtesy of Houghton Library, Harvard College Library *EC P1483 645hg.
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FIGURE 2: Map of Rhode Island, showing settlement locations of dissident groups.

Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library.

The space between the colonies and London warranted written narrations of disputes from the concerned parties, which metropolitan authorities had to adjudicate at a great remove from any direct contact with the issue in question. Thus, the state of communications technology at this time makes a literary analysis of these debates not just possible, but essential. The mechanisms of seventeenth-century colonial power required colonial disputes to be adjudicated textually, and thus required written narratives from the concerned parties in the dispute. To a degree, then, rhetorical ability in print could place an overmatched political dissident or religious radical on equal footing with antagonists with far greater coercive power at their disposal. The success of these Rhode Island dissidents in London shows how they could transmute participation in English print culture into political authority in New England.

Rhode Island’s persistent survival is evidence of the power of print in the Atlantic world. The form of the appeals dissidents carried to London was also the medium of the reciprocating colonial governance—the written word. Of a later English colonial project, Homi Bhabha observes that in nineteenth-century India, “If the spirit of the Western nation has been symbolized in epic and anthem, voiced by ‘a unanimous people assembled in the self-presence of its speech,’ then the sign of colonial government is cast in a lower key, caught in the irredeemable act of writing.”6 Writing of the earliest documents of the colonial encounter, Myra Jehlen observes, “America was conceived under the sign of the printing press.”7 The ocean separating New England and London meant that words could cross in one direction as complaints or appeals, and return in the other with the force of law. For the mid-seventeenth century, it might be more accurate to say that America was constantly re-conceived under the sign of the printing press.

Thus, control of Providence, Warwick, Aquidneck, and Rhode Island as a whole are the stakes of a broader ideological contest that took place in London, enacted in print between religious dissidents and their more orthodox opponents. Understanding the success of these dissidents is important to any understanding of seventeenth-century New England, for these efforts by dissidents to defend the grounds they occupied from the ideological and territorial ambitions of their neighbors had lasting impacts on the culture, history, and boundaries of New England. Errands into the Metropolis shows how a succession of New England dissidents were able to travel to metropolitan London, recount their sufferings at the hands of the more orthodox governments of New England, and use these narratives to secure autonomy for their own settlements from a succession of English colonial authorities.

The success of these dissidents is as dramatic in its English context as in its North American context. These dissidents were not only at odds with the established religious authorities in New England, but also outside the main currents of religious opinion at home in London. These appeals are from a diverse array of religious dissidents to a diverse array of bodies charged with overseeing England’s colonies. To be sure, the spectrum of opinion was broader in London than in Boston, but none of these dissidents embraced a faith that would, on its own merits, attract powerful political support in London. Moreover, reliable sources of political support could be difficult to locate when power was shifting so rapidly in London. The years when dissidents made these appeals were violent and tumultuous ones in England, and the changes in government had corresponding effects on the various bodies charged with the supervision of the colonies. Neither the religion of the petitioners, nor the political orientation of their auditors, adequately explains the political success of these religious dissidents.

The explanation for the success of these dissidents lies not in England or in North America, but with the ocean that separates them. Specifically, the state of navigation and print technology in this period rendered the printed metropolitan word the authoritative version of actual colonial experience. The success Williams, Gorton, Clarke, and the Quakers enjoyed indicates that in the early years of England’s colonization of North America, the nature of the relation between colony and metropolis offered unusual opportunities to dissidents who would otherwise be marginal figures on either side of the Atlantic. The particular way print could link New England and England allowed a succession of colonists expelled from the more orthodox New England colonies to retain their hold on a southeastern corner of New England, where they gained political autonomy and unprecedented religious latitude united as the colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations.

Speaking broadly, in each of these cases, the Bay Colony persecutes religious dissidents, who travel to London to tell their stories of persecution. In London, this story finds sufficient resonance with whichever body of colonial overseers is in power at that moment that they grant the dissidents a political instrument guaranteeing the colonial autonomy of their own settlement, and protecting their party from further sufferings at the hands of the Massachusetts Bay Colony and its allies. The case of the Quakers departs from this pattern only by extending this model to involve the coordinated efforts of like-minded religious dissidents on both sides of the Atlantic, and by eliciting an order that stayed the hand of the Bay Colony within its own borders, rather than frustrating its ambitions to extend them.8 These cases, to be sure, do not include all of those who dissented from the New England Way. John Child, Thomas Lechford, and, most notably, Anne Hutchinson did not manage to carve out a space for their dissident views. In the cases of Child and Lechford, the stakes of their arguments with the Bay Colony were ideological, and lacked a territorial claim that an adjudicating body could honor or not.

Anne Hutchinson’s case is more complicated. She is a more prominent dissenting voice in New England than any of the dissidents this book treats in detail, with the possible exception of Roger Williams. She is, however, primarily a voice—her words reach us in the context of trial transcripts prepared by her antagonists, not in texts where she has an authorial claim.9 It is certainly possible to instrumentalize gender as the factor that allows Williams, Gorton, and Clarke access to print, and denies it to Hutchinson, but the actual circumstance seems slightly more complicated. As an opponent of the Bay Colony’s theocracy, Hutchinson enjoyed the same access to colonial print that Williams, Gorton, and Clarke did, which is to say, none at all. The few publications that issued from the Bay Colony’s press served the cause of orthodoxy, and nothing resembling a free press was available at this time. In order to have access to print, the dissidents from Rhode Island needed to have the means to travel to London and publish their dissent there. What reception Hutchinson might have gotten in London is hard to discern (there were, to the consternation of observers like Thomas Edwards, female publishers and preachers in London in the 1640s), but as Hutchinson was unwilling or unable to make the trip, we cannot know the answer to this question.

It may well be that the demands of her family prevented her from making the kind of trip that Williams, Gorton, and Clarke made, but as the case of Mary Dyer and her fellow Quakers demonstrates, it was not necessary for the victim of persecution to travel in person to the metropolis for their narrative to be heard. If Hutchinson’s Antinomian followers had managed even a rudimentary form of the network Quakers developed, Hutchinson’s Antinomian followers might have gained the kind of legal foothold in Rhode Island that their neighbors achieved.

II

The question of how Rhode Island happened, despite the checkered pedigrees of its founders, and despite the ambitions of its Puritan neighbors for the ground it occupied, is of more than local interest. Rhode Island’s small size makes it tempting to dismiss its survival with a shrug, and some scholars have favored this approach. Philip Gura, whose Glimpse of Sion’s Glory is the only major book-length study of New England heterodoxy, argues that dissidents, including Rhode Island’s founders, were an inoculant against a broader disintegration of consensus, thus promoting cohesion among more orthodox New Englanders. Describing the challenges that Roger Williams, Anne Hutchinson, and the Quakers posed to the New England Way, Gura asserts, “between 1630 and 1660, the doctrinal and ecclesiastical, as well as imaginative, development of American Puritanism was nurtured in soil thoroughly turned by the radical elements in the New Englanders’ midst.”10 Especially considering that Williams discusses the parable of the wheat and the tares in the Bloudy Tenent, this is a curious metaphor Gura uses, in its image of American Puritanism flourishing in a field tilled by dissidents.

In a similar vein, Stephen Foster’s rich and nuanced study of the transatlantic evolutions of the Puritan movement recapitulates this marginalization in the context of Quakers, who “made their converts in New England mainly in the familiar places on the geographical periphery of orthodoxy, where the mechanisms for inculcating the Puritan message were absent, or unusually impaired: in Rhode Island, in Kittery in Maine, on Long Island, far out on Cape Cod in Plymouth Colony, in pockets of endlessly festering, ever-combustible Salem.”11 In an earlier article, Foster shares Gura’s notion of the services of dissent to orthodoxy: “The successive invasions of New England launched by the Gortonists, the Baptists, and the Quakers after 1640 were the less formidable for being better defined than the illusive ‘Familism’ of the Hutchinsonians, but in any case their failure had already been predetermined by the events of the 1630s: their strongest appeals were blunted in advance by the semisectarian innovations made in the New England Way in the latter part of the decade.”12

Gura’s and Foster’s readings of the relation between dissent and orthodoxy make sense in the context of a particular spatial imaginary, one where New England exists as a more or less cohesive cultural field. However, the image of “successive invasions” is misleading, if it suggests that Gortonists, Baptists, and Quakers sought to plant their flag on Beacon Hill, were repelled, and retreated to a Rhode Island beachhead. To be sure, in the early decades of settlement, the Bay Colony theocracy generally succeeded in maintaining what Perry Miller called “orthodoxy in Massachusetts,” but Rhode Island dissidents also managed to construct a space where they could live and worship in their own terms. From a dissident perspective, this freedom, not control of Winthrop’s City on a Hill, is the more significant issue.

Maintaining these settlements that became Rhode Island as heterodox spaces in the heart of New England did not require palisades and muskets, but rather an ongoing transatlantic renegotiation of the fundamental premises of the English presence in New England. Appreciating the structure, content, and outcome of the colonial conflicts that had control of portions of Rhode Island as their stakes offers several rewards for scholars of early America and the Atlantic world. In terms of early American historiography, understanding the survival of these dissenting political entities contributes to an ongoing effort to replace models emphasizing orthodoxy and consensus as the essence of colonial New England. Such views, of course, owe their prominence to Perry Miller’s foundational work in Orthodoxy in Massachusetts and The New England Mind, but in the intervening years, many have found his conception of the New England mind uncomfortably narrow. The title of Janice Knight’s Orthodoxies in Massachusetts is emblematic of this development, as is its delineation of two significantly divergent schools of thought within the putatively monolithic mainstream of New England Puritanism.

The narrower view persists, not only in a popular sense of colonial New England as a repressive, “Puritanical” place, but also in some recent scholarship. In his study of the evolution of toleration, Andrew Murphy notes, “The Massachusetts Bay Colony has long been viewed as perhaps the quintessential example of a colonial regime that during its early years effectively suppressed claims to religious toleration and liberty of conscience.”13 This view persists in more recent work, such as Darren Staloff’s application of the sociology of intellectuals to colonial New England to explain the “cultural domination” of Boston’s ministers and magistrates.14

However, other scholars have challenged older models of New England’s early history that emphasize consensus, even as Early American Studies as a whole has moved away from New England as the primary field of study. For early American studies at large, both of these developments have proved salutary. Within a New England context, works like Foster’s Long Argument and Knight’s Orthodoxies in Massachusetts enrich and complicate the understandings of intellectual life in New England articulated by previous generations of scholars.15 Lisa Gordis’s Opening Scripture demonstrates that the scriptural authority at the foundation of this society was itself contested and ambiguous.16 So, too, the increased attention to the mid-Atlantic Chesapeake, Deep South, and Caribbean is good news for early Americanists of all stripes, but the focus on these regions has left unfinished business in New England.

The impetus among many early Americanists to explore other regions besides New England comes from an awareness that New England is not equivalent to America: A worldview where Plymouth, Massachusetts, is “America’s Hometown” leaves many Americans out of the story. However, this equation of a part with a whole mirrors the same phenomenon occurring within New England, where “New England” stands for Massachusetts, and, more specifically, an elite population in Boston. With few exceptions, the constitutive elements of Perry Miller’s “New England Mind” lived, worked, and preached along the banks of the Charles River. However, the success of religious dissidents from outside this region indicates that in London, “New England” was not simply shorthand for “Massachusetts,” or an elite group centered around Boston, suggesting instead that London print culture provided the medium for ongoing debates on the nature and structure of New England.17 By considering how colonial texts construct New England in London print culture, texts that frequently garner only superficial notice in the literature warrant new and sustained analysis. Samuel Gorton’s An Incorruptible Key Composed of the 110th Psalm (1647), for instance, a work that has escaped scholarly scrutiny almost entirely, takes on a new significance for its radical reconfiguration of John Cotton’s ministry for London readers. In a dedicatory epistle, Gorton claims the work is an effort to redeem John Cotton’s cack-handed attempt to explicate the same psalm, quoting a letter purportedly from his adherents in Boston:

Since your departure from amongst us, M. John Cotton, Teacher of the Church of Boston, hath taken occasion to expound the hundred and tenth psalme, in the reading of it, wee thought there were divers glimpses of that light which shineth in our lord Jesus appeared unto us. But in his handling of it, and glosses which he gave upon it, we thought the light and truth of our Christ was rather darkened and obscured by him, then any wayes cleared and brought forth in the church.18

It is unlikely that Gorton received any such missive, but the Atlantic world in the mid-seventeenth century was a place where he could make such a claim in print confident that it would be months before anyone could challenge it. The position of a New England dissident is legible as the intersection of two emerging views of print culture. Zaret’s focus on dialogic order as a constitutive element of the print culture of the 1640s is helpful, but not sufficient, to explain the circumstances that obtained for the likes of Gorton. Models of authorship, or the public sphere, that either presume or explicitly engage a metropolitan milieu do not fully explain the situation of an author who lives on one side of the Atlantic and publishes on the other, so a model that inhabits a broader physical space is necessary. In particular, Trish Loughran’s The Republic in Print demonstrates a concern with the materiality of print culture in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century America that casts the most fundamental texts of that era in a new light. As Loughran demonstrates, disseminating the print that is the substance of print culture posed a variety of actual, physical challenges in a sprawling continental space like North America, rather than in a concentrated metropolitan space like London.

To this end, Loughran rehearses the experiences of one Hugh Findlay, a British postal employee dispatched to inspect the King’s Post Road.19 His journey is as fraught and picaresque as the more familiar journey of Madam Knight a few decades earlier, but seeing these experiences mediated through the narrative of a postal agent emphasizes the “noncorrespondence and nonsimultaneity” characterizing textual circulation in the early United States. In particular, the bitter experience of Thomas Paine reveals the pitfalls of imagining an idealized, nationalized public sphere as the milieu of Common Sense.20 At the same time, Loughran demonstrates that the noncorrespondence and nonsimultaneity of American print culture was in fact critical to what work print could do before and after the American Revolution. Representation, either political or textual, depends on a spatial and temporal dislocation.21 A Federal government would be untenable without the kind of dispersion that frustrated Hugh Findlay.

This dislocation opens up a space between readers and writers. In the colonial context, it is a different form of this “noncorrespondence and nonsimultaneity” that allows dissident narrators to construct alternate forms of New England reality in revolutionary London. The dialogic disorder that attends a print debate when one antagonist is on the scene in London and the other is in New England is critical to the success of New England dissidents.

The literary freedom colonial residents publishing in the metropolis enjoyed mirrors the challenges New Englanders remaining in New England faced in conveying their narratives to the metropolis. It is an over-simplification to understand the struggles over pieces of Rhode Island as between dissidents writing in the metropolis and more orthodox apologists writing from the colonies, but we will see that dissidents did more to frame their appeals in contexts that were legible to metropolitan readers than did their rivals. Conversely, Bay Colony apologists wrote from a more provincial perspective, and generally struggled to capture the imagination of metropolitan readers. Dissident appeals succeed expressly at the expense of Massachusetts and over its protests, suggesting that the ideological sway of New England’s Puritan colonies was rather feeble and contingent. If Bay Colony apologists like John Cotton, Edward Winslow, and John Norton could not displace the constructions of New England forwarded by the likes of Williams, Gorton, and Clarke, then scholars of this period need to rethink the work of colonial literature in the Atlantic world.

Pushing Zaret’s work west geographically, and Loughran’s back chronologically, we find, in debates over the constitution of New England, a culture of print dependent on spatial friction, like Loughran’s, and inhabiting a seventeenth-century time frame, like Zaret’s. Beyond extending one argument in space and another in time, this nexus raises some significant questions for scholars interested seventeenth-century New England. Most immediately, this perspective puts pressure on the archive that Perry Miller and his heirs rest their arguments upon, in making their claims about the more or less magisterial architectonics of the New England Mind. Overwhelmingly, these are arguments made from books, and books composed on one side of the Atlantic and published on the other. As we will see in the case of John Cotton, and as was true of his fellow clergy, authorship for New England divines was a complicated business. Recognizing that the texts available for the study of New England clergy are products of a vexed and contingent material process enriches our understanding of this culture at large, but also suggests the challenges facing the intellectual historian working in this field. More generally, that the literal constitution, and indeed the very meaning, of New England could be so vigorously contested so far from its shores indicates that any reference to “New England” in the seventeenth century warrants a careful explication of who is articulating this particular New England, and where, when, and to whom they are making this claim.

In a broader context, then, Errands into the Metropolis uses the insights of scholars of American and English print culture to consider how print worked in the seventeenth-century Atlantic world. In this context, I hope to engage with the rich tradition of Atlantic studies scholarship that has emerged in recent years. More specifically, however, Errands considers the impact that the material conditions of transatlantic authorship can have on Atlantic print culture. A discursive formation that has a large, wet, and stormy ocean as its field works differently than a discursive formation located in neighborhoods of booksellers and coffee shops.

To this end, Errands into the Metropolis aims to reconfigure prevailing notions of core and periphery in the seventeenth-century Atlantic world, in both ideological and geographical senses. In the intellectual historiography of New England, the figures I discuss play a small part. Clarke’s and Gorton’s texts are at best the province of orals reading lists for graduate students, while earlier scholars often framed Williams’s achievement in isolation from that of his New England peers, as a proto-Enlightenment prophet of liberty of conscience. Early New England Quakers appear in Quaker historiography, but in narratives of Massachusetts, they figure as a passing crisis, ending with the death of Mary Dyer.22 English metropolitan audiences, however, read the works of these figures and took them seriously—more seriously, frequently, than those of the Bay Colony’s apologists.

Investigating the conditions that permitted Rhode Island’s survival reveals discursive circumstances that shaped all of New England’s culture in the decades after settlement, not just dissident narratives. English settlers did not create New England with one decisive errand into the wilderness. Rather, English subjects who found themselves in New England constructed the history, boundaries, and culture of New England through a series of errands into the metropolis, where they negotiated and debated the past, present, and future of their new home.

These errands took place between 1643, when Roger Williams secured the first Providence patent, and 1663, when John Clarke secured the Rhode Island charter that served as the frame of government for the colony and state of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations until 1843. This period of these appeals overlaps with the Civil War, Commonwealth, Protectorate, and Restoration in England. These are also years when metropolitan control of American colonies was at its most diffuse and abstract. Beyond the distractions at home in London, these are also the years between the original grants of the charters that shaped the initial character of colonial settlements, and Charles II’s appointment of royal commissioners and governors, which worked to enact the wishes of a metropolitan government, often against the will of a colonial populace.23 The limited power any metropolitan body had over affairs in New England was difficult and tedious to enact; moreover, in the absence of any metropolitan agents, any overseeing body in London supervised by sifting through competing claims that were difficult to compare or evaluate.

Of course, the same politicians who oversaw the colonies had other, much more pressing business in these years, and could devote only limited and sporadic attention to mediating colonial complaints.24 As such, one can imagine the situation of colonial governance in the years stretching from the initial grants of charters by James I and Charles I, to the appointment of royal commissioners by Charles II and James II, as akin to an adult mediating the quarrels of children in the back seat of a station wagon while driving through heavy traffic. The driver cannot turn around and see the situation firsthand, and must attempt to determine a just solution by appraising the conflicting accounts of the quarreling children.

As a result, metropolitan authorities governed by hearsay: In the absence of a formal system to monitor what was going on in the colonies, colonial overseers were forced to rely on whatever reports happened to reach them, and to make judgments as their limited time and attention allowed. The hearing and saying that hearsay entails involves two technological developments—print and navigation. Sailing ships and printing presses could transform colonial experience into metropolitan expression, even without the presence of the author in the metropolis. As we will see, however, under the best of circumstances, the passage from New England event to London text was both tedious and capricious.

From a colonial perspective, however, the epistemic challenges of administering colonies with such sketchy and imprecise tools of communication rendered the metropolis an offshore public sphere for colonists, where the history, constitution, and existence of various colonies could be debated. In her reading of Weld and Winthrop’s A Short Story of the Rise, Reign, and Ruine of Antinomians, Familists and Libertines, Elizabeth Maddock Dillon observes that Winthrop’s very notion of the Bay Colony “as a ‘city on a hill’ spells out the Puritan mission in terms that rely upon the notion of a transatlantic public sphere.”25 This concern for their English audience means that Massachusetts Bay “colonists did indeed pay mind to the reports of the colony that reached England, yet they were not ultimately able to control the flow of information across the ocean.”26 Because of this lack of control, dissidents could present their version of events in New England in the metropolis. As an additional advantage, the distance between old and New England meant dissidents could present a different version of New England reality without having to overcome a significant accretion of empirical or ideological received notions about the situation there. Grantland Rice describes this phenomenon as “a unique exchange of transatlantic civic criticism”; beyond this dialogue, it is also a London discursive formation with the power to create facts on the ground in New England.27

The discursive space created by this offshore public sphere allows dissidents to re-imagine some of the most basic aspects of the English colonial project. In particular, two themes overlap in dissident narratives: representations of Native Americans as civil or specifically English subjects, and representations of suffering English subjects. Williams and Gorton make appeals that depend upon the notion of the Native American as a civil subject; from this basis, Clarke and the Quakers make appeals that depend upon the image of the English subject unjustly persecuted in the colonies. Thus, the English subjectivity that Charles II endorses with the charter has a Native American source.

Considering colonial New England from this perspective opens up avenues of inquiry that extend beyond colonial historiography. In particular, the religious latitude these dissidents secure with this charter from Charles II also reshapes the context in which we see the ideals of toleration and liberty of conscience emerging. Examining metropolitan responses to colonial persecution reveals toleration emerging as a policy as a pragmatic response to local conflicts, rather than as a deliberate effort to achieve an abstract good. While the degree of religious latitude enjoyed by Rhode Islanders in 1663 was almost without precedent, it was an ideal that emerged dialectically, as a way for a metropolitan power to manage religious differences in far-off colonies. The notion of Roger Williams as some sort of proto-Jeffersonian Enlightenment thinker has passed out of serious scholarship, but it is worth considering what happens to our understanding of toleration if it is a pragmatic response to the material challenges of colonial administration.

In the case of Rhode Island, toleration was significant not only as a right of its citizens, but also as a necessary condition of its existence. Rhode Island appeared and survived as a heterogeneous and autonomous colony despite being tucked between three theocratic colonies hostile to its very existence. Errands into the Metropolis traces the development of a discursive circuit that allowed dissident colonists to renegotiate their status with metropolitan authorities. The discursive opportunities afforded by the temporal and spatial distances of the colonial Atlantic world allowed a specific kind of dissenting narrative to evolve. When dissidents circulated these narratives in metropolitan London, they transformed the experience of colonial persecution into the political entity Charles II chartered as Rhode Island and Providence Plantations.
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Authorship, Authority, and the Atlantic

“I never said half the things I said.”

—YOGI BERRA, ATTRIB.

I: The Cotton-Williams Debate?

The first dissident errand from New England to London was Roger Williams’s 1643–44 trip to London. Roger Williams began and ended his this trip by publishing works concerning Indians. However, A Key into the Language of America (1643) and Christenings Make Not Christians (1645) bracket a more extensive body of work concerned with English affairs.1 Of these texts, the Bloudy Tenent of Persecution (1644) is the most prominent. The Bloudy Tenent, along with Mister Cotton’s Letter Lately Printed Examined and Answered (1644), are Roger Williams’s early salvos in what scholars call the Cotton–Williams debate.2

This debate is one of the chestnuts of seventeenth-century American studies. Excerpts from the texts forming the debate are a staple of anthologies covering early America, and interpretations of the debate serve as a principal point of contention between Perry Miller’s and Sacvan Bercovich’s readings of American Puritanism. In more recent scholarship, the Cotton–Williams debate remains a focus for scholars concerned with questions of toleration and the relation of church and state in seventeenth-century Puritanism.3

However, the important issues Cotton and Williams air in this debate can distract readers from its peculiar form. The phrase “Cotton–Williams debate” suggests a figurative, if not literal, discursive field where the protagonists encounter one another and conduct this exchange of ideas. However, this presumption distorts the nature of this debate. It is a debate in that Cotton and Williams disagree, but is not a debate in the sense that its texts are the artifact of an encounter, or even a series of texts simulating an encounter in print. In The Origins of Democratic Culture, David Zaret identifies the “imposition of dialogic order on conflict” as a key element in the development of public opinion, which in turn is a constitutive element of the political public sphere [that] first appeared in the English Revolution.”4 According to Zaret, this imposition is a “consequence of increased ability swiftly and massively to reproduce texts.” This facility, in turn, led ideological antagonists to the “simultaneous constitution and invocation of public opinion.”5

Print imposes a the appearance of a “dialogic order” on the texts of the debate, but attention to the material contexts of the Cotton–Williams debate reveals that it was a radically asymmetric conflict. Williams used his presence in the metropolis to provoke the debate and dictate its terms, while Cotton struggled to reply in a meaningful or timely way from the shores of Massachusetts. The difference between the two men’s access to print shaped the form of the debate, which in turn influenced its content. More generally, attention to the physical form of this debate reveals how little control the most influential theologian in New England had over the words that appeared in his name. This lack of authorial control is the rule, rather than the exception, for Cotton, and it is a challenge Cotton’s brethren faced as well.

This asymmetry is a consistent and critical feature of the printed debates between colonists published in metropolitan London. The reason for this imbalance lies in the same tension between the two senses of the word “errand” that animates Perry Miller’s “Errand into the Wilderness.” Miller seizes on the difference between an errand one performs for another, and an errand one performs for oneself. “Originally, as the word first took form in English, it meant exclusively a journey on which an inferior is sent to convey a message or perform a service for his superior . . . . But by the end of the Middle Ages, errand developed another connotation: it came to mean the actual business on which the actor goes, the purpose itself.”6 For an aspiring author resident in New England during the first decades of settlement, publishing involved one or the other of these senses of errand. Colonial authors could travel to London to publish on their own behalf, or they could entrust their manuscripts to others. There was, of course, a colonial press after 1639, but it was neither used much nor of much use in contexts like the Cotton–Williams debate. Winning the hearts and minds of London readers was not an office of the provincial press. Thanks to nationalist and antiquarian traditions in bibliography, scholars of early America are familiar with the Freeman’s Oath and the Bay Psalm Book as the first works to issue from New England presses.7 But these books are prominent precisely because of they are anomalous American imprints—throughout the seventeenth century, London imprints dominated the shelves of New Englanders, and carried the vast majority of the printed discourse about New England read on both sides of the Atlantic.

The digital edition of the Evans catalog of American imprints lists forty-two imprints for the years 1630 to 1660. Early English Books Online, the digital successor to such bibliographies as Wing and Pollard, lists 39,882 items for the same period. European Americana, which catalogs books printed in Europe related to the Americas, lists 4,937.8 Beyond these crude quantitative measures, there is also a qualitative dimension—the majority of New England imprints were utilitarian documents, rather than intellectual interventions. Among these forty-two are eleven Harvard thesis announcements, nine almanacs, four works related to evangelizing Indians, and four catechisms. By contrast, only two sermons and one other theological work appear on the list, along with John Norton’s Heart of N-England Rent (1659), an anti-Quaker tract. Also, if reaching a broad audience is part of the reason for publishing, then publishing for the small New England readership amounted to a print version of the sort of coterie publication Philip Round describes in a scribal context.9

Instead, publishing in England was the rule for New England theologians like Cotton. After his migration to America in 1633, John Cotton never returned to England, yet, during his lifetime, none of the thirty-six titles of which he was the primary author was published in America.10 Thus, everything that appeared under his name after from his migration to his death, and beyond, was the product of an errand performed by someone else. These errands, however, did not require Cotton’s consent, or even his cognizance. Even under the best of circumstances, his manuscripts faced a long series of intermediate steps, which could delay, distort, or discredit his pronouncements.

More particularly, the exchange between Cotton and Williams is a phenomenon of involuntary authorship, for Cotton did not ask for this debate, even though he appears to initiate it. In fact, the two exchanges comprising the debate began as two separate fights picked in print by Williams. Cotton’s letter to Williams ostensibly opens the debate, but he had written this letter to Williams long ago, in New England. Williams’s supporters in London were evidently behind its appearance in London, choosing to disseminate it in the metropolis beyond its colonial audience of one.11 It appeared late in 1643, while Mr. Cotton’s Letter Examined appeared early in 1644, suggesting perhaps that Williams had prepared his response ahead of time and released it after the “accidental” publication of Mr. Cotton’s Letter.12 If Williams did not convey this letter to the press himself, it is hard to imagine how this letter could appear without his connivance. Not only would Williams have to make the letter available to whomever did carry it to the press, but he would have needed to bring it with him from Providence.

Similarly, the Bloudy Tenent takes the form of an extended commentary on Cotton’s 1635 commentary on a 1620 letter from an imprisoned Anabaptist. The remainder of the work is largely a critique of “A Model of Church and Civil Power,” which Williams claims was delivered by Cotton and others to the church at Salem, but survives only in the portions of it quoted by Williams. Cotton, however, vigorously denied having a hand in this document in his 1647 response, The Bloudy Tenent Washed and Made White in the Bloud of the Lamb. In both cases, Cotton begins his rejoinder to Williams with a protest against the unauthorized appearance of his words.13 Cotton states in his Reply to Mr. Williams that while he owns the letter to be his, “how it came to be put in print, I cannot imagine. Sure I am it was without my Privitie: and when I heard of it, it was to me unwelcome Newes, as knowing the truth, and weight of Plinies speech, ‘Aliud est scribere uni, aliud omnibus.’”14 Cotton suggests that “there be those who thinke it was published by Mr. Williams himselfe, or by some of his friends, [who] tooke more libertie than God alloweth, to draw forth a private admonition to publick notice in a disorderly way.”15 He initially suspected Sabine Staresmore, an associate of Williams’s with Separatist leanings.16

The 1647 appearance of The Bloudy Tenent Washed was Cotton’s first legitimate participation in this debate, and did not appear nearly four years elapsed. Williams, who faced the same challenges, retorted with The Bloody Tenent yet more Bloody, but not until 1652. Roger Williams enjoyed the last word, for Cotton died before he could respond.

The form of the debate becomes something like playing chess by mail, and given its desultory conclusion, it is hard to imagine a referee awarding a win to either antagonist. Beyond the content of debate, or its outcome, it is worth remembering that the entire exchange was one Cotton would have preferred not to have. However, Cotton’s woes as an unwilling author are not limited to this antagonistic context. His lack of control over the texts appearing with his name is symptomatic of a challenge he faced throughout his years in New England. As the title of this chapter suggests, Cotton enjoyed authorial control over no more than half of the titles he published. Nor is this phenomenon unique to Cotton. Like Cotton, the other leading lights of the Bay Colony’s ministers stayed in New England, and did not travel back, so Cotton’s experience reflects the challenges New England’s clergy faced in participating in the momentous political and religious debates of the 1640s. The ocean made the ideological work of orthodoxy harder, even as it made the political work of dissent easier.

II: Spinning Cotton

The half of Cotton’s work where he lacks authorial control consists of three varieties, broadly speaking. There are unreliable transcriptions, untimely publications, and unauthorized publication. In this final category, one might include published responses to unfriendly queries. The kinds of distortions each can produce warrant separate description, for each has its own way of unraveling Cotton’s authority and autonomy as an author. Of the thirty-six imprints with Cotton as the author that appeared between 1633, the year of his migration, and 1653, the year after his death, eighteen fall into one of the categories of compromised authorship. There are nine transcribed sermons, one untimely publication, three unauthorized letters, and five responses to queries.

First and most innocently, almost all of Cotton’s sermons appearing after his emigration were prepared from the notes of others. Such publications were intended to honor Cotton, but they were transcribed from notes of varying reliability, and frequently many years after they were preached, and as such are difficult to accept as fully representative of Cotton’s later thinking. While many important texts have been produced under such circumstances, such as Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics, from the author’s standpoint it is not ideal. One need only imagine the trepidation that might attend a professor opening a book prepared by his or her students from his or her lecture notes to grasp the difficulty Cotton faced.

These delays could also produce a second, more damaging distortion, when controversial works circulating in manuscript appeared in print after the publication of other texts representing a later stage of Cotton’s thought. Continuing the analogy to academic life, a professor might well be dismayed if his or her seminar papers appeared in print after articles derived from those papers had already been published.

Third, and most harmful, was the deliberate publication of private correspondence of Cotton with the intent to discredit him—and a collateral phenomenon, which was the publication of his responses to unfriendly queries from London Presbyterians. Here, to conclude the analogy, it is hard to imagine who would welcome an unauthorized anthology of their email messages.

To consider the first case, while Cotton owes a considerable portion of his reputation to his published sermons and sermon series, such as Gods promise to his plantations (1634), The powring out of the Seven Vials (1642), and the Exposition of the whole book of Canticles (1642, 2nd ed. 1648) these sermons have two major liabilities as reflections of Cotton’s thought. In many cases, they appeared in print decades after he preached them, and the texts were prepared from the notes of his auditors. In addition to these examples, there are other sermons that appeared posthumously, like the Commentary on the first Epistle of John (1656). Some, like God’s Promise, appeared in a timely fashion, but most appeared after long intervals. As a rule, these sermons appear through the agency of one of Cotton’s auditors, and without the minister’s approval or participation. Apologies for this manner of transmission are formulaic in the prefaces to Cotton’s sermons: in a preface to the Way of Life (1641) William Morton admits, “How gratefull it may be to this Reverend author, that this work of his should come abroad into the publick censure, I know not . . . I could have wished (if it might have been) that it had passed under his censure . . . but seeing it was designed for the Presse, that desire I had of the Publicke good and the respect I have ever owed the author, inclined me to lend it the best furtherance I could.”17 Introducing the Seven Vials, one I.H. (John Humfry) characterizes the text as “a taste of the ordinary week-dayes Exercise of that Reverend man, taken from his own mouth, whose Pen would have more fully answered thy greatest expectations, could his time, afforded him more liberty and leisure.”18 However, John Winthrop commented in his Journal that “Mr. Humfrey had gotten the notes from some who had took them by characters and printed them in London . . . which was a great wrong to Mr. Cotton . . . for it had been fit he should have perused and corrected the copy before it had been printed.”19

Recognizing this irregularity does not erase Cotton’s contributions as a theologian—indeed, the number of his sermons that were published from parishioners’ notes is a tribute to his influence and charisma, while posthumous publication is a measure of the strength of his legacy. In the culture of revolutionary London, however, it does diminish his authority as an author. In an intensely contentious print culture, the way Cotton appeared in print often deprived him of a significant degree of control. Simply put, in an arena where replies, animadversions, remonstrances, apologies, and answers to the same question could appear on London bookstalls within days of one another, decade-old sermons lacked the polemical vigor that readers in revolutionary London had come to expect.20

Indeed, Cotton’s removal to Boston may have promoted the appearance of these kinds of texts: Introducing Gods Mercie Mixt with his Justice (1641) Matthew Swallowe describes the text as “his mantle left behind him,” namely “some broken notes of his powerfull soule searching sermons, taken from his mouth by the diligent hand of some well-disposed hearers and followers” (A2). While the appearance of these texts in the early 1640s is a testament to the enduring esteem of Cotton’s London friends, the notion of imperfect transcripts of sermons delivered in relative youth to a provincial audience suddenly appearing in Revolutionary London, even as matters of faith and polity were the subject of passionate debate, seems to have made Cotton uneasy—Cotton complained in a 1648 sermon on the same text that his 1642 Brief Exposition of the whole Book of Canticles was published without his “privitie.”21

Cotton’s followers may have done him a disservice—diluting his authority by publishing belated and poorly transcribed sermons—but similar efforts on behalf of controversial works could have a more damaging result. The Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven (1644) Cotton regarded as his definitive statement of Congregational polity; its assertions were muddled by the subsequent appearance of the Way of the Churches of New England (1645), an earlier manuscript that had circulated in that form and that reached the press after Cotton’s authorized pronouncements.

In the case of the Keys and the Way, the phenomenon of scribal publication complicates questions of publication and authorial agency. Building on Harold Love’s influential study of scribal publication in seventeenth-century England, Philip Round argues that the circulation of texts in manuscript played a significant role in the cultural life of New England. To be sure, such influential texts as Bradford’s and Winthrop’s histories, and Bradstreet’s poetry, circulated and were familiar in New England at the time of their composition, and well in advance of their belated publication. Manuscript letters, Round argues, “helped to extend the metropolitan discursive network that was beginning to unite Puritans into a formidable political community across England.”22

“Discursive network” suggests a coherence and consensus that empirical evidence does not support. This “formidable political community,” of course, faced vigorous opposition, and scribal publication facilitated the opposition to this community as much as it enabled its members to circulate their writings. In particular, the Way of the Churches of Christ in New England (1645) circulated in manuscript and attracted the disapprobation of the Presbyterian apologist Robert Baillie’s Dissuasive from the Errours of our Time, before Cotton’s supporters brought it to the press so that Cotton’s argument might enjoy the same currency as Baillie’s uncharitable rejoinder. In Cotton’s thinking, however, the Way of the Churches of New England was an exercise preliminary to The Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven, and not intended for public view. It was left to John Owen, years later, to clarify that the Way had been printed “without the author’s privity, and to his regret.”23

The Atlantic magnified the difficulty and delay Cotton faced in debating his Presbyterian opponents by responding to this sort of unauthorized publication. In The Way of the Congregational Churches Cleared (1648) (distinct from Way of the Churches of New England), shepherded through the press by Nathaniel Holmes, Cotton responds to Daniel Cawdry’s rejoinder to his Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven, Vindicae Clavium (1645). In Vindicae Clavium, Cawdry makes much of inconsistencies between Cotton’s Keys, and his Way of the Churches of New England. In response, Cotton opens by pointing out, “I have not had liberty to peruse the Way since it was published: but I see by the first words of it that the publishers had not the copy which was taken hence from me, but an imperfect transcript. But I do believe what the publishers do report . . . there is no material difference between the Key and the Way.” Here, Cotton must defend this text, which was published without his consent, of which he has not a copy, and to an audience with rather different concerns than those of three years previously. Quite simply, the time it took for manuscripts to cross, and for books to return, across the Atlantic makes it nearly impossible for Cotton to defend himself against his Presbyterian antagonists, and to be a full participant in the momentous debates of the 1640s.

The career of John Cotton offers a useful perspective on the distinct challenges and opportunities that shaped the portion of transatlantic discourse that originated in America. In considering the dissemination of his ideas in New England and Old as two very different contexts, we gain a new understanding of how these key articulations of the New England Way functioned on both sides of the Atlantic. The record suggests that effort of ministers and magistrates to control events, ideas, and discourse in New England was mirrored in their loss of control over the means, timing, and nature of their appearance in print in London.

In an intensely contentious and volatile print culture, several of the ways Cotton appears in print deprived him of a significant portion of control. Conversely, Roger Williams was able to represent himself and his colony’s interests much more directly, though still through the medium of print. Williams’s presence in London gave him an advantage in his battle with Cotton and the Bay Colony authorities. While Williams had the eyes and ears of Vane and Parliament, Cotton was forced to send his salvos from across the ocean, at targets that shifted and changed in the time it took for his words to reach England.





2. A KEY FOR THE GATE



Roger Williams, Parliament, & Providence

Among the first generation of English settlers in New England, Roger Williams is one of the most appealing figures for present-day readers. In contrast to contemporaries whose names are bywords for intolerance, scholars hail Williams as a prophet of tolerance; in contrast to neighbors who could imagine relations with Indians only in terms of killing them or converting them, scholars remember Williams for his efforts to understand the natives of America. Thus, a 1991 biography of Williams asserts that while he “had no hand in writing the First Amendment, [he] would have taken great pleasure in its guarantees.”1 In the context of Euro-Indian relations, the ethno-historian James Axtell contends that Williams knew the Indians “better than anyone else,” and that he was among the first to suggest that “English had no monopoly on virtue” and even that Indians were “more Christian than Christians.”2

These views of Williams as an advocate for native Americans and for religious liberty are supported by his two best-known works, A Key into the Language of America, an account of New England Indian language, and The Bloudy Tenent, a defense of religious freedom. However, simply identifying Williams as a herald of tolerance and understanding for later generations can obscure his achievement in his own time. Williams’s contribution was not simply that he espoused tolerance of racial or religious difference, but that he created a geographical space where these principles could be put into action. Without an instrument of civil government for Providence Plantations, Williams’s admirable opinions would have found no means of expression. In this light, the most important achievement in Williams’s career is not the Bloudy Tenent or the Key, but the patent he secured from Parliament for Providence Plantations in 1644.

Williams’s London publications in 1643–44 are central to this effort. The grant of this instrument of government from Parliament was the product of Williams’s time in revolutionary London, a mission framed by the publication of the Key in September 1643, shortly after his arrival, and the Bloudy Tenent in the summer of 1644, at the time of his departure. The Providence patent not only preserved the territory of Providence Plantations from a rival claim made by Thomas Weld and Hugh Peter on behalf of Massachusetts, but it also permitted the religious liberty and cultural toleration for which Williams is celebrated.

Through the texts he published during his 1643–44 stay in London, Williams forged connections between his troubles in New England and England’s civil turmoil. In particular, Williams was able to use A Key into the Language of America to develop the radical revision of Anglo-Indian relations he used to defend his claim to a settlement on the shores of Narragansett Bay. More specifically, Roger Williams was able to secure a home for his millennial idealism by engaging with the intellectual trends that were then circulating in London among the overseers and underwriters of American colonies. Within the pansophic philosophy promulgated by Jan Amos Comenius and popular among Parliamentary leaders, Williams found a literary form he could use to revise English conceptions of Native Americans. Williams’s claim to Providence rested on purchase from Narragansett sachems; the Key works to persuade the overseers of colonization in London that these savages are in fact civilized enough to own and sell land.

Ultimately, the texts that Williams published worked in concert to produce a vision of the new American world that could be echoed back to him by Parliament, in the form of an instrument of colonial authority. The patent is a condensed version of the texts Williams produced while in England, returned to him imbued with political power. In its religious latitude and its recognition of Native American land claims, the patent for Providence Plantations from Parliament authorizes Williams’s dissenting view of America in both its racial and religious dimensions.

Understanding Williams’s accomplishments has significance outside the narrow boundaries of the settlement he founded. Rereading Williams’s early writings as part of an integrated political campaign to preserve Providence Plantations from the Bay Colony’s territorial ambitions does more than simply clarify his efforts on behalf of his colony—it must change the way we read collateral documents from Massachusetts. Williams’s success reminds us that his more orthodox neighbors in Massachusetts were never “left alone with America,” but faced ongoing challenges to the polity, ecclesiology, and survival of their colony.3 In particular, New Englands First Fruits (1643) appears much more apologetic and defensive in the context of the Key.

That this discursive sphere spans the Atlantic Ocean makes it harder to recognize, but no less important. The Atlantic has emerged as a popular rubric for scholars in recent years, and this heuristic has offered important insights into the history and culture of populations on both sides of the ocean. While the Atlantic links the disparate communities on its shores, the physical and temporal barrier this body of water posed shapes the discourse that circulated among far-flung members of the Atlantic world. Williams’s success in London demonstrates the peculiar importance of the physical presence of the Atlantic Ocean in the middle of the Atlantic world. Writing from America for London presses and readers presents both challenges and opportunities for New England colonists. As the previous chapter details, John Cotton’s absence from metropolitan London compromised his participation in the momentous debates of the 1640s. Conversely for Williams, a presence in person on one side of the Atlantic, and a presence in print on the other, were essential to his effort to serve both his colony and his conscience. At the same time, a crucial feature of his participation in London’s print culture is his exploitation of the ability that a text has to be present when its author is absent.

I: The Removes of Roger Williams

Roger Williams’s experience of the west shore of the Atlantic was a turbulent one. He arrived with his wife in Boston on 9 February 1630/1, part of the first wave of Puritan migration to New England.4 After a brief sojourn there, he moved to Salem. Despite a distinguished intellectual reputation, he began to make enemies among the Boston ministers and magistrates and moved to Plymouth, but he returned to Salem in the fall of 1633. A variety of controversies with the Bay Colony authorities filled his time there, most notably one concerning a manuscript Williams wrote on Anglo-Indian relations that attacked the very premise of the English colonial project. The manuscript does not survive, but Massachusetts Bay Company Governor Winthrop’s reaction to it indicates that Williams took issue with the prevalent English conviction that, as the American continent lay beyond the pale of Christendom, it was the prerogative of an English sovereign to grant swaths of it to his subjects with a stroke of the pen.5

The controversy between Williams and the Bay Colony soon made coexistence untenable for both parties. Unmoved by Thomas Hooker’s admonitions to recant, Williams was banished from the Bay Colony by the General Court on 9 October 1635. Williams, who had taken ill before his trial, and whose wife had just delivered their second child, was granted a six-week stay of sentence, under the condition that he cease disseminating his blasphemous opinions. Evidently, Williams continued his objectionable activities anyway, and in January 1635/6, the Bay Colony ordered his immediate arrest and transportation to England, sending a representative to Salem to execute the sentence. Evidently warned of his impending arrest by John Winthrop, among others, Williams fled Salem, one step ahead of his would-be captors.

On 24 March 1637/8, Williams secured a deed for Providence from the Narragansett sachems, Miantonomo and Canonicus, stating that they had conveyed to him “the lands and meadowes, upon the two fresh rivers called Mooshawsuck and Wanassquatucket, doe now by these presents, establish and confirm the bounds of those lands, from the river and lands at Pautuckqut, the great hill of Notquonckanet, on the northwest, and the town of Maushapogue on the west.”6 On 27 July 1640, having previously apportioned the land he purchased among those who joined him on the shore of Narragansett Bay, Williams joined with his fellow settlers in drawing up a civil compact.7 However, both Plymouth and Massachusetts coveted the Williams settlement and its port; some of Williams’s neighbors wanted to compound with one of these more established governments sanctioned by England. In the face of mounting pressures on his settlement, both from within and without, Williams sailed for London in the early summer of 1643, in an effort to secure a warrant for his settlement from England’s government. The port of Boston was closed to him, of course, and because Providence was then a port of little account, Williams was forced to journey overland to New Amsterdam to get passage.

He arrived in June 1643 to a London that was preoccupied with civil war and the Solemn League and Covenant, which was approved by Parliament on 25 September of that year. Williams published A Key into the Language of America on 7 September 1643. His Mister Cotton’s Letter Examined appeared on 5 February 1643/4, after the publication of a letter of Cotton’s in late 1643. Turning to British affairs, Williams published Queries of Highest Consideration on 9 February 1643/4. Slightly more than a month later, Williams received a patent for Providence Plantations, on 14 March 1643/4. The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution appeared on 15 July 1644, not long before Williams must have left London, which was as just as well for him, as it was ordered burned by the public hangman on 9 August 1644. Christenings Make Not Christians, the final product of this trip, appeared early in 1645. By the time this work appeared to the London public, Williams had been back in America for several months. Winthrop notes in his journal that on 17 September 1644, Williams returned to America, able to land at Boston because of a letter of protection signed by several members of Parliament, including his old patron William Masham, as well as Cornelius Holland and Miles Corbet.8

Scholars have overlooked several curious features of the sequence, timing, and nature of Williams’s activities in London. He published the most sustained articulation of his beliefs, The Bloudy Tenent, on the eve of his departure, and arranged to have the most controversial of his publications, Christenings Make Not Christians, appear once he was far from London. The publishing choices he made while in London are also curious. He revived two separate and long-forgotten disputes with John Cotton to retail to a London with plenty of current controversies clamoring for its attention. Williams could not have designed Queries, his most overtly political effort, to antagonize more readers if he had been trying to do so: It questioned not only the actions of the Westminster Assembly, but also the very validity of its existence, asking, “What warrant from the Lord Jesus for the Assembly of Divines?”9

Most curious, though, are the timing, form, and content of A Key into the Language of America. Williams came to England on an urgent political mission, and he also had an intense personal stake in the momentous issues of church and state that were being debated when he arrived. The rest of Williams’s publications during this visit have immediate and apparent relevance to current political and religious affairs in England, with attendant ramifications for New England. However, before he published any of these documents, Williams produced a guide to the language of the Indians of New England, which one would imagine to be the work of a man of an inquisitive spirit, eager to produce a curiosity for what William Wood called the “mind travelling reader,” but one possessed of considerably more leisure than Williams himself enjoyed.10

Reconstructing Williams’s activities and the motivations for them during his trip to London is critical to understanding how he was able to secure the patent for Providence Plantations. Unfortunately, all of Williams’s correspondence is missing from 8 March 1640/1 to 25 June 1645, covering the entire trip to London and more than a year before and after.11 To understand how Williams secured the patent, we must consider the relation between his surviving published work, and the ideas and interests of the intended audiences for his various publications.

The Key is the most puzzling production of Williams’s trip to England. Leaving aside questions of timing and content for the moment, the best explanation for the form of the Key lies outside the parameters of the literature of American contact and exploration; as commentators have observed, it is unique in its form and concerns among the many accounts of North America and its indigenous people that issued forth from London presses in the first half of the seventeenth century. Williams was one of many colonists to supply English readers with Indian words, but he does not produce a dictionary or word list. As Laura Murray points out, Indian vocabularies were a common feature of early colonial texts, functioning as “authenticating and decorative devices”; she cites John Smith, William Strachey, and William Wood as examples.12 Williams, however, offers not a list of words, but a carefully structured series of dialogues between English and Indians. As anomalous as the Key may appear in the context of colonial discourse, in another contemporary context it fits quite comfortably, for in its dialogic structure and linguistic focus, the Key is a close relative of the linguistic manuals that were a hallmark of the pansophist movement in the 1630s and 1640s. This movement, with Francis Bacon as its intellectual progenitor and the Czech philosopher Jan Amos Comenius as its standard-bearer, saw utopian promise in the possibility of universal knowledge and linguistic competence.

As the dearth of recent scholarship in English suggests, Comenius is not prominent in the minds of most intellectual historians of Revolutionary England. However, this Czech philosopher and educator enjoyed a good deal of esteem among many of the prominent members of the Parliamentary side, and his works circulated widely among English-speaking readers as well as in Europe. Comenius’s Janua Trilinguarum Reserata (the gate of three languages opened) appeared in 1631 at Leszno, and in the same year, John Anchoran produced an English version; Adrian Johns numbers fifteen separate editions by various combinations of translators and printers appearing in England between 1630 and when Williams made his visit.13 This Janua was inspired in its form by the 1615 Janua Linguarum of William Bathe, a Jesuit priest who intended his book as an aid to Jesuit missionaries in the Americas.14 As Johns notes, one reason for the proliferation of editions of Comenius’s book lay in the very form of the work, which was parallel translations of sentences in three or more languages; it was natural for enterprising translators to extend this project to embrace new languages. Comenius himself observed in retrospect: “It happened, as I could not have imagined possible, that that puerile little work was received with a sort of universal applause by the learned world.” Comenius uses “puerile” in the sense of “juvenile,” for he saw the Janua as an early stage of a larger educational project, which extended the structure of the Janua to encompass things as well as words. Barbara Lewalski, describing the Comenian scheme promoted in England by Samuel Hartlib and John Drury, explains: “In the Noble Schools boys from ages eight to thirteen would study the subjects of the common school, as well as Januas for Latin, Greek and Hebrew.’15 Despite the disappointment of his grander ambitions for his English visit of 1641-2, Comenius does comment that the popularity of this book “was testified . . . by translations into the various popular tongues . . . all the European tongues, [and] such Asiatic tongues as the Arabic, the Turkish, the Persian, and even the Mongolian.”16

Both the form of the work and the philosophy of its adherents suggested the reiteration of this form to embrace other tongues. Looking back, in his Linguarum Methodus Novissima (1649), Comenius hoped that his Janua would surpass Bathe’s in its ability to help travelers to America learn native languages and teach the natives English or Latin.17 Given Williams’s interest in appealing to the same Parliamentary leaders who had invited Comenius to England little more than a year before Williams arrived, it is no accident that the title of Williams’s work evokes the language of doors opening. At least one reader has previously noted the similarities between the Key and these popular linguistic materials, pointing out that “Williams’s pedagogical thinking . . . suggests acquaintance with the most progressive contemporary thinking about the teaching of foreign languages, such as that promoted by Jan Comenius in his Janua Linguarum.”18 Anne Myles observes that Williams and Comenius share an approach of teaching language through “text that discourses in simple terms on the names of things,” but she notes this affinity between the Janua and the Key as an indication of Williams’s intellectual sophistication. The Key does indicate Williams’s awareness of current intellectual trends, but this awareness also has political dimensions that are critical for Williams’s errand to London.

In The Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution Revisited, Christopher Hill lists the supporters of Comenius and his work in the 1630s and 1640s, observing, “It is very nearly a list of members of the Providence Island Company. It is a list of the leaders of the opposition in the Long Parliament.”19 It also evolves out of the nexus of Revolutionary leadership Robert Brenner describes as the “aristocratic colonizing opposition.”20 Of more immediate concern to Williams is that the Committee for Foreign Plantations, the body charged by Parliament to regulate colonial affairs, mirrors the composition of the Comenians and the Providence Island Company. In essence, the members of Parliament charged with weighing Williams’s suit were the same members who brought Comenius to England in 1641–42. As R. F. Young explains in his account of Comenius’s visit to England in 1641–42, “Comenius genuinely believed that he had been invited by Parliament, but the available evidence suggests that Samuel Hartlib had summoned him on behalf of . . . Lord Mandeville, Pym, Lord Brooke and others.” These men were all members of the Committee for Foreign Plantations, which would review Williams’s suit in 1644; the summons Comenius thought was an official invitation was in fact part of a sermon preached to Parliament on 29 November 1640 by John Gauden, entitled The Love of Truth and Peace (printed by order of Parliament in early 1641) to entreat Comenius. Gauden was later the Bishop of Exeter and of Worcester, but at this time, he was vicar of Chippenham and chaplain to Robert Rich, Earl of Warwick, who three years later would become the head of the Committee for Foreign Plantations.21 In the patent it bestowed on Williams, the Committee for Foreign Plantations was explicit in its praise for Williams’s “printed Indian labours,” leaving no doubt that it was a receptive audience for the Key. The knowledge we have of the colonial political interests and pansophic intellectual pursuits of this body allows us to understand Williams’s text as that of a colonial appeal to metropolitan authority that encompasses both the between the pragmatic and ideological concerns of his mission. At the same time, Williams shapes the form of his text to appeal to his powerful audience.

When the ideas of Comenius have been associated with New England, it has generally been in one of two misleading ways. In “Comenius and the Indians of New England,” Robert Young suggests that Comenius supporters in Parliament thought “Comenius’s scheme . . . might in some way be associated with the missionary and educational work among the natives in New England.”22
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FIGURE 3: From Jan Amos Comenius,
The Gate of Tongues Unlocked and Opened (London: 1637).
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FIGURE 4: From Roger Williams,
A Key into the Language of America (London: 1643).

Courtesy of Houghton Library, Harvard College Library *EC P1483 645hg.

In later years, once Puritan missionary to the Indians John Eliot and his associates were active, this connection makes sense: The name of a Native American student, Joel Jacomis, dated 1665, was inscribed in a copy of Comenius’s Janua Aurea Linguarum. A copy of Anchoran’s pirated translation of the Janua (1631) was among the volumes John Harvard willed to Harvard College in 1638.23 However, at the time of Comenius’s visit in 1641–42 and still at the time of Williams’s trip to England in 1643–44, there was little missionary activity to celebrate. Indeed, New Englands First Fruits (1643) is an apology for the slow progress of the Bay Colony on this front in light of Williams’s progress demonstrated in the Key: “wonder not that wee mention no more instances at present: but consider, first, their infinite distance from Christianity.”24 Whatever the actual degree of interest Comenius took in the souls of Native Americans, his supporters would be hard pressed to congratulate the orthodox New England colonies for their work in that area up to 1643, when Williams was seeking protection from these same colonies.

The other common association between Comenius and New England is a tradition that he was offered the presidency of Harvard College in the 1640s, but declined, going to Stockholm instead.25 Will Monroe demonstrates several reasons why this story is improbable, but the tradition has persisted despite the evidence against it.26 These associations, despite their traditional rather than factual basis, have the tendency to orient any interest in the American context of Comenius to orthodox institutions and people, and away from a less orthodox adaptation of his work, such as A Key into the Language of America. However, the model of the Janua is essential to Williams’s appeal to Parliamentary leaders.

II: “Printed Indian Labours”: The Work of The Key

Rendered in this familiar form, the Key works to construct Williams’s version of America in the minds of his English readers, displacing a more traditional ideology of conquest and conversion. For Williams’s claim to the Narragansett region by virtue of Indian purchase to have any validity, his radical notion that Native Americans could and did possess land would have to find traction in the minds of Englishmen.27 Despite its didactic structure, the goal of the Key was not so much to teach Londoners how to speak to Americans, but rather to teach them how to think about America.

Despite taking the unassuming form of a linguistic and anthropological work, the Key is a tremendously subversive document. The most radical aspect of Williams’s Indian lexicon is its title: “A Key into The Language of America: or an help to the language of the Natives in that part of America, called New-England.” Specifically, the title asserts that the “Language of America” is the language of its natives, rather than any of the languages of European conquerors; Myra Jehlen observes that “its anomaly lies in the implication that Indians are human beings with whom it is important to speak.”28 Williams’s equation naturally underscores the connection between the continent and its original inhabitants and asserts the unconventional notion that the Narragansett and their neighbors were autonomous peoples, like the English, Dutch, or Swedes, who were able to make and assert land claims. Indeed, the rhetorical construction of a civil American Indian society is one of the central goals of the Key. In asserting a right to the lands of Providence Plantations based on a sale by an Indian deed, rather than by royal fiat, Williams inverts the traditional process of colonial settlement. Thus, Williams must present the Narragansett as competent to convey and alienate land if his claim to the Narragansett Bay is to have any merit. For Williams, his pragmatic concerns resonate with his religious convictions: Because his millennial beliefs lead him to denounce the idea of “Christendom,” the civility of his Native American neighbors is not contingent on their Christianity.

The form of this text is well suited to this task. Each chapter of the Key is broken up into vocabulary, social and cultural observations, and a poem, almost always with a didactic religious theme. Through the vocabulary, the prose observations, and the religious verse, Williams offers his London readers a pervasive sense of the humanity of the Narragansett Indians. Each section affords Williams a different kind of rhetorical opportunity.

For many scholars, especially those of a literary orientation, the principal interest of the Key lies in the poetic sections. Ivy Schweitzer, for example, devotes a chapter to the Key in her study of the “Lyric Poetry of Colonial New England.”29 This focus on Williams as a poet may be motivated in part by the paucity of verse productions among the sermons and tracts of seventeenth-century New England; however, Williams did not return to this form, and on the strength of the poetic sections of the Key, it is hard for even the most charitable reader to regard him as a rival of Anne Bradstreet or Edward Taylor. In their critical edition of the Key, Teunessen and Hinz stress the importance of an integrated reading of each chapter, in order to recover the work’s similarity to emblem books. Williams scholars owe a debt to Teunessen and Hinz for their editorial work, but their claim of the affinity of this text with medieval emblem books is not entirely persuasive, resting as it does on an assertion that Williams’s dialogues replace the pictures (emblems) that are the central feature of emblem books. Instead, the different genres contained within the Key each work on the imagination of the reader in a distinct manner.30

If Williams’s poetry has attracted the most scholarly attention, by the same token it is the dialogues that appear to be the most inert and normative aspect of this text; however, these “implicite dialogues” are central to the end Williams intended for his little book. In the account of the form he chooses for teaching the language in his “Directions for the use of the Language,” Williams allows “A dictionary or Grammer Way I had consideration of, but purposely avoided, as not so accommodate to the Benefit of all, as I hope this Forme is.” Williams continues, explaining that “A Dialogue also I had thoughts of but avoided for brevities sake, and yet (with no small paines) I have so framed every Chapter of it, as I may call it an Implicite Dialogue.”31 If anything, the layout seems to privilege Narragansett, by having the flow be from Narragansett into English, in contrast to John Eliot’s translation of the Bible from English into Algonkian. However, the salient feature of this lexicon is its bilateral quality. “Translate” etymologically means “to carry across.” Eliot’s translation, for instance, carries the Gospel across to the Indians, but finds nothing in their language worth carrying back. Jehlen comments that Eliot’s works are “true to the purpose of the catechism, which is to repeat verbatim what one has been taught.”32 The Key, by comparison, can be used to open the door from either side. In this context, the Key reads like a document that is an artifact of a transcultural “contact zone,” while Eliot’s Bible is an instrument deployed by Massachusetts to Christianize and thus regulate the Indian frontier.33

Williams’s notion of an implicit dialogue helps us understand how English readers would read the linguistic portions of the Key. The dialogue runs both horizontally (translating) and vertically (conversing) on each page of text. If they read across in one direction or the other, readers can translate the language of England into the language of America or vice versa. The nature of text, however, implies another dialogue as well, one that runs down each column of the linguistic sections of the Key. Then or now, it would require an extraordinarily patient reader to sound out each Indian phrase before translating it. Thus, the tendency for readers in London would be to let their eyes run down the column in their native tongue. It is no accident, in this context, that these phrases are commonly arranged in what reads like a dialogue if one reads down the English column. The reader, reading to himself or herself, imagines a dialogue between Indians and English, with the two speaking on equal terms. This effect is enhanced by the reader’s awareness that a parallel conversation is happening in the other language in the adjacent column. This excerpt from the first chapter, “Of Salutation,” indicates the effect that recurs throughout the text.

Literally as well as figuratively, the Londoner and the Narragansett are on the same page, just as the Moravian, Roman, and Turk can share the pages of the same Janua.34

The form of the dialogue also allows Williams to conjure two characters—the English speaker of Narragansett, and the Narragansett writer of English. As the illustration shows, the original text provides elaborate diacritical guides to pronunciation. If the Indian vocabulary was simply “decorative,” to use Murray’s term, Williams might not bother with the painstaking marks he includes as a guide to pronouncing the Narragansett words.35 In his “Directions for the use of the language,” Williams asserts that “Because the life of all languages is in the Pronuntiation, I have been at the paines and charges to Cause the Accents, Tones or sounds to be affixed.” Williams specifically mentions the “Acutes, Graves, Circumflexes” he has included, and offers several examples of their importance, such as, “in “the word Ewò He: the sound or tone must not be put on E, but wò where the grave Accent is.”36

Simultaneously, Williams bestows the gift of writing on a people who typically are represented as resorting to pictograms to represent their signatures on deeds. Lack of a written language was persistently invoked by European observers as evidence of the uncivilized state of Indians. As Gordon Sayre details, generations of European ethnographers worked hard not to recognize Indian systems of graphic communication as legitimate writing. As Rousseau summarized this view from a later perspective: “the depicting of objects is appropriate to a savage people; signs of words and propositions to a barbaric people, and the alphabet to civilized peoples.”37 In this context, the silent transcription of a spoken Indian language into Roman characters undergirds Williams’s construction of the civil Indian interlocutor.
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FIGURE 5: From Roger Williams,
A Key into the Language of America (London: 1643).
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Beyond these implicit dialogues, the didactic options rejected by Williams also help clarify the political work of the text. Williams allows that he had considered presenting this material in “a dictionary or grammer way,” but rejected that option in favor of this dialogue-driven model. As a result, if one were to imagine this text in terms of contemporary approaches to language teaching, the Key is more like a phrase book for tourists than a comprehensive textbook that provides a grammar and vocabulary as building blocks that allow the student to communicate in a given language. The chapters of the Key correspond to given situations, edify the reader concerning Indian culture, and provide appropriate phrases for “Salutation . . . Travell . . . Sports and Gaming,” and so on. However, constructing phrases for situations not in the book from what Williams provides the reader would be tedious and haphazard, if not impossible. Williams rejects a “dictionary or grammer way” as “not so accommodate for the benefit of all,” but in fact it is his own purposes that would not be suited by a lexicon or grammar of this Indian language. As anyone who has attempted to communicate in a foreign language with only a tourist phrase book can attest, the phrases one would like to have are rarely present in the phrase book, so the traveler is forced into the role of a reluctant actor in a series of scripts prepared by the author of the phrase book. By providing prescribed phrases for prescribed situations, Williams deliberately shapes the character of the discourse that can occur with the Indians in New England, or about them in England; the phrases Williams provides are for the traveler or trader, not for the soldier or evangelist. Substituting conversation for catechism, Williams regulates the application of English language to foreign subjects by teaching English subjects a foreign language.

The dialogues allow English readers to imagine a conversation with these far-off, fascinating people, while Williams’s proto-anthropological observations give them an image of their interlocutors as members of a civil, humane, and well-regulated society. Later in the first chapter on salutation, Williams directs the reader: “From these courteous Salutations Observe in generall: There is a savour of civility and courtesie even amongst these wild Americans both amongst themselves and towards strangers.”38

This representation of the civil Indian is at odds with the prevailing impressions furnished from New England, the most contemporary being New Englands First Fruits, which was published in early 1643. Describing the task of converting the Indians, the main obstacle is the aforementioned “infinite distance from Christianity,” the reason for which is their “never having never been prepared there unto by any civility at all.”39 In a colonial context, one dramatic consequence of Williams’s faith is the divorce of Christianity and civility: If Christianity and civility are not coextensive, it is possible to be civil without being Christian.

In the ensuing chapters of the Key, Williams extends this notion by constructing a view of a civil Indian society, with the requisite appurtenances of any such society. Williams labors to construct an image of Narragansett society that is in many respects like London: “They are of two sorts, (as the English are) rude and clownish . . . or sober and grave.” This universalizing impulse permeates the text: “their Desire of, and delight in newes, is great, as the Athenians, and all men.”40 With his language, Williams seeks to narrow the difference between the English and the Narragansetts, observing, “Nature knowes no difference between Europe and Americans in blood, birth, bodies . . . God having of one blood made all mankind, Acts 17, and all by nature being children of wrath, Ephes 2.”41

There are few moments in this text when Williams does not avail himself of the chance to offer evidence of the probity, civility, and general uprightness of his Narragansett neighbors. Describing Indian timekeeping, Williams comments, “They are punctuall in their promises of keeping time, and sometimes have charged mee with a lye for not punctually keeping time, though hindred.”42 On larger moral issues, in place of Thomas Morton’s salty images of “lasses in beaver coats,” Williams observes, “Their Virgins are distinguished by a bashfull falling downe of haire over their eyes.”43 Ultimately, the sense of their rectitude that Williams conveys integrates them into the reader’s imagination as civil beings, not savage creatures. In Williams’s account of their “coyne” not only does Williams use an English word for money to describe it, rather than peage, or wampum, but his translations also serve to establish a rate of exchange back and forth between Indian shell money and English pence and shillings.

Having rhetorically clothed these Indians with the civil virtues of punctuality, modesty, and economy, along with many other virtues, Williams can more easily assert what is for him perhaps the most important aspect of the Key. In “Of the Earth and the fruits thereof,” Williams’s first observation is that “The Natives are very exact and punctuall, in the bounds of their Lands, belonging to this or that Prince or People . . . . And I have knowne them to make bargaine and sale amongst themselves for a small piece, or quantity of ground.” Maintaining an objective distance, Williams does not refer here to his own purchase, but explicitly challenges the familiar notion of vacuum domicilium articulated by Winthrop from the deck of the Arabella, and defended by Cotton: “notwithstanding a sinfull opinion amongst many that Christians have right to Heathens lands: but of the delusion of that I have spoke in a discourse concerning the Indians conversion.”44 This pamphlet, Christenings Make Not Christians, did not in fact appear until 1645, after Williams was back in Providence; at this stage, what is most notable about this gesture is that Williams deliberately suppresses his views on evangelizing Indians while he presses his suit to Parliament.

Considering his pessimism on the subject, it is no wonder that Williams prevented his views on the likelihood of converting the Indians from reaching London readers until he was back home with his patent. Indeed, Christenings Make Not Christians offers an expansion of the millennial concerns that become increasingly prevalent in the concluding poems of each chapter of the Key. Initially, these poems work to humanize the Indians by portraying the inhumanity of their Puritan neighbors:

If natures sons both wild and tame,

Humane and Courteous be:

How ill becomes the Sonnes of God

To want Humanity?45

However, as the Key progresses, this moral calculus gives way to a sense of the equal wretchedness of Indian and Englishman before the coming Judgment:

How many millions now alive,

Within few yeeres shall rot?

O Blest that soule whose portion is,

That Rock that changeth not.46

This millennial rhetoric becomes increasingly strident in the poetry toward the end of the Key. The final two stanzas explicate the nature of the coming Judgment:

Two Worlds of men shall rise and stand

’Fore Christs most dreadfull barre;

Indians, and English naked too

That now most gallant are

True Christ most glorious then shall make

New Earth and Heavens New

False Christs, false Christians then shall quake,

O blessed then the True.47

More than manners, customs, or civility, the coming wrath of God renders worldly distinctions between English subject and savage Indian insignificant.

In presenting this work to the readers who would decide the fate of his colony, Williams legitimates himself as the proprietor of a plantation he has acquired through a civil transaction with a civil people. By inscribing the Narragansett Indians within a Comenian linguistic framework, Williams creates an American extension of the European Janua. Through this gate, Williams finds a route to connect his political aims with the intellectual interests of the Parliamentary overseers of colonization. His “printed Indian Labours,” as the Committee for Foreign Plantations called them, secured the political autonomy of Providence.

III: Authorizing Providence

When he returned to America, Williams’s credit with Parliament stood high. Landing at Boston, Williams was able to show Bay Colony authorities a letter of safe passage through the colony from which they had banished him, in addition to the patent. Addressed to the “Right Worshipful the Governour and Assistants . . . in the Plantation of Massachusetts Bay, in New England,” the letter informed this body that “Having taken notice, some of us long time, of Mr. Roger Williams his good affections and conscience, and of his sufferings by our common enemies, the prelates . . . .”48 This description of Williams’s sufferings is curious, because the bulk of his travails had occurred in New England, far from Laud or his henchmen, so the Parliamentary signers of this letter seem to have intended this description as a call to solidarity against a common foe, or as a tacit reproof of the suffering Williams did actually endure at the hands of this reformed polity in Massachusetts.

The letter continues, explaining that in addition to his sufferings, Parliament has taken note of “his great industry and travail in his printed Indian Labours, the like whereof we have not seen extant from any part of America.”49 Indeed, these “printed Indian Labours” are cited as “in which respect it hath pleased both houses of Parliament to grant unto him and his friends with him a free and absolute charter of civil government for those parts of his abode.”50 Thus described, the nature and the scope of the document ratify Providence as “his abode,” rebuffing the claims advanced by Weld and Peter; moreover, the patent is for “civil government,” and makes absolutely no stipulations about religion. In the patent, if not in England at large, Williams’s cries against state religion were heeded.

The letter to the Governor of the Bay Colony concludes with reference to the contentions in New England and expresses regret that “amongst good men, driven to the ends of the world, exercised with the trialls of a wilderness . . . there should be such a distance; we thought it fit . . . to express our great desires of both your utmost endeavours of nearer closing and of ready expressing of those good affections . . . in the actual performance of all your friendly offices.”51 In an immediate context, this warrants the passage of Roger Williams home to Providence; in a larger sense, the humiliating implication for Massachusetts is that the government of Providence Plantations is on an equal footing with its own.

The patent makes this legitimacy explicit. After a preamble detailing the Committee for Foreign Plantations’ authority in this matter, the patent begins with an act of translation:

And whereas there is a tract of land in the Continent of America aforesaid, called by the name of Narragansetts Bay Bordering North and North East on the Pattent of the Massachusetts East and South East on Plymouth Pattent South on the Ocean and on the West and North West Inhabited by Indians Called Nahigganzuks alias Narragansetts.52

With these words, Parliament translates Williams’s Indian purchases of “the lands and meadowes, upon the two fresh rivers called Mooshawsuck and Wanassquatucket” into English law. Against the natural landmarks of the Indian deed, Providence is inscribed into an English colonial juridiscape, between the patents for Massachusetts and Plymouth. Also, the ongoing presence and property of the Narragansetts are acknowledged, possibly for the first time in English law, and in any event, this represents a different conception of native property rights than the “tracte of lande . . . not then actualie possessed by any other Christian Prince or State” of the Massachusetts charter of only fifteen years previous.53

The next “whereas” (the word introducing each warrant for the patent) details Williams’s peculiar engagement with the Indians: “whereas divers well affected and industrious English inhabitants of the Townes of Providence, Portsmouth and Newport . . . have adventured to make a neerer neighborhood and sociaty with that great body of Narragansetts which may in time by the blessing of God upon theire endeavours Lay a surer foundation of happiness to all America.”54 The “neerer neighborhood and sociaty” commended by the patent conforms to the cultural exchange Williams describes in the Key; the “endeavours” are not evangelical, but instead the “blessing of God” may allow Anglo–Indian amity to advance the welfare of all in America. The absence of any evangelical charge is striking, considering the Bay Colony’s recently resurgent interest in the field, not to mention that its charter stipulated that the “People were to be so governed as to win the natives to the Christian faith, which is the principal end of the plantation.55

These same Providence inhabitants, the patent explains, “have purchased, and are purchasing of and amongst the said Natives some other places, which may be convenient both for Plantations, and also for the Building of Ships.”56 Parliament not only legitimates Williams’s purchases from Indians, but also empowers his fellows to make more.

The final premise for the patent acknowledges Williams’s suit explicitly, and alludes to the Weld–Peter suit:

And whereas the said English have represented their desire to the said Earle and commissioners to have theire hopefull beginnings aprooved and confirmed, by granteing unto them a free charter of civill incorporation and Government that they may order and governe themselves in such manner as to maintaine Justice and peace both amongst themselves and towards all men with whome they shall have to doe.57

“All men with whome they have to doe” would mean mostly Plymouth and Massachusetts; given the hostility that still existed toward their “hopefull beginnings,” it certainly behooved Providence Plantations to have a sanction to “maintaine justice.” Also worth noting is the latitude in the government, which Parliament “doe give, grant and confirme to the aforesaid Inhabitants,” detailed as “full power and authoritie to govern and rule themselves . . . by such a form of civil government as by voluntary consent of all or the greatest part of them shall be found most suitable to theire estates and conditions.”58

Unlike a charter drawn up for a colony not yet extant, Providence had an indigenous frame of government already in place. Thus, on the one hand, there was not the same need to delineate the administration of power. On the other hand, “voluntary consent of all or the greatest part of them” is a broad franchise for 1644, and the government so warranted had announced, in one of its first actions: “Wee agree, as formerly hath bin the liberties of the town, so still, to hould forth liberty of Conscience.”59

Williams’s flight through the wilderness, the principles for which he was forced to flee, and his refuge among the Narragansetts are legitimated with “A free and absolute Charter of Civill incorporation to be knowne by the name of the Incorporacion of Providence Plantacions in the Narragansetts Bay in New England.”60 In its confirmation of an Indian land transfer, and its guarantee of liberty of conscience, the patent echoes the arguments Williams made in London, distilled into a form he can carry with him back to America.

Williams had to be patient, but he ultimately secured political sanction for the observance of his religious principles. This physical space on the shore of Narragansett Bay became the ground from which further religious dissent could be articulated. The Key and the other documents Williams published constitute an unwieldy medium of appeal, but they worked. Williams’s dissenting message did not reform church and state in England, but Parliament did give him the opportunity to implement his reforms in America. In the context of colonial New England, Williams’s achievement was to open up an alternate channel of transatlantic discourse—a way for dissidents to appeal from the colonies to London. Writing from the ground Williams secured, his neighbors would make further contributions to this new print culture of colonial dissent.





3. “A BELCHER-OUT OF ERROURS”



Samuel Gorton and the Atlantic Subject

Roger Williams demonstrated to his neighbors at home in Rhode Island that it was possible for a member of a religious minority to describe the state of affairs in New England in a way that would persuade Parliament to intervene on its behalf against Massachusetts. However, Williams’s campaign for political autonomy and religious latitude involved disparate publications on several themes, rather than a single and explicit statement of his grievances. Samuel Gorton follows Williams’s model in prosecuting a successful campaign against the persecutions of Massachusetts in London, but he refines Williams’s practice by integrating a defense of his religious liberty, and representation of his Indian neighbors, into a single text that states his case against the Bay Colony.

To say that Gorton synthesizes the disparate elements of Williams’s dissent is not to make a claim that Gorton possessed a concise or accessible prose style. He did not. Indeed, Gorton’s enemies attacked his style as much as his ideas, a position he caricatures with the phrase “a Belcherout of errours.” The remark comes retrospectively, in Samuel Gorton’s reply to an unflattering portrayal of him in Nathaniel Morton’s New Englands Memorial (1669). Gorton, according to Morton, was a “sordid man,” a “proud and pestilent seducer,” given to infecting his neighbors with “familisticall allegories.”1 In a long letter in reply, Gorton asserts, “And however you term me a Belcher-out of errours, I would have you know that I hold my call to preach not inferiour to the call of any minister in this country.”2 In his account of the progress of New England, Morton assigns Gorton a bit part as a minor annoyance, especially when compared to struggles with Indians and Antinomians, and this dismissiveness has been the general approach of New England historians both then and now. Gorton, however, was one of the first New Englanders to use London presses to influence events in America, and to oppose entrenched Massachusetts ministers and magistrates successfully. Despite assertions of his insignificance from his opponents, Gorton’s career demonstrates that through the medium of print, even marginal and eccentric dissidents in the colonies could find political validation in London—validation that could be translated into political power back in New England. On the strength of Gorton’s efforts in London, Robert Rich, the Earl of Warwick and overseer of colonial affairs, extended the territory of Providence Plantations in New England to include Gorton’s settlement at present-day Warwick, Rhode Island. Moreover, in the process of securing this patent in London, Gorton refined the practice of colonial dissent. Cannily representing, or misrepresenting, affairs far over the horizon, Gorton transformed his followers from squatters to martyrs, and himself from a Massachusetts convict into a Rhode Island founder.

To do so, Gorton produces a New England dissenting narrative that is an explicit, transatlantic appeal in print for political mediation. With the publication of Simplicities Defence against Seven-Headed Policy, (1646) Gorton fuses religious polemic and civil protest into a coherent expression with political force in a transatlantic milieu. What is striking about Gorton’s campaign is that he prevails in a volatile time not by offering a new model of colonial privileges and obligations or other radical reform, but rather by an almost atavistic appeal to traditional lines of authority, devolving to a statement of his rights as an English subject, regardless of his physical location. He presents his persecutions as an intrusion by Massachusetts into the proper relation of state and subject.

Gorton has not been lucky in his chroniclers. To a surprising degree, the most recent accounts of his career recapitulate the limitations of the earliest. In London, Gorton quickly caught the eye of Presbyterian heresiographers eager to include a New England specimen in the taxonomies of heretics they produced to affirm the need for Presbyterian supervision of religion, and since then his story has rarely escaped this context of heresiography.

What attention Gorton has attracted in recent scholarly literature echoes the approach of seventeenth-century Scots heresiographers. In the wake of a generation of influential studies of colonial New England culture that emphasized consensus and orthodoxy, scholars who do engage the activities of heterodox colonists tended to view challenges to authority with the understanding that orthodoxy feeds on dissent, codifying and reinforcing itself. Even Philip Gura, whose Glimpse of Sion’s Glory is the most extensive treatment of religious radicalism in seventeenth-century New England, sees few moments when radical opinion prevailed at all, and suggests that the presence of clearly heterodox persons spurred an orthodox majority to pull together all the more. He summarizes Gorton’s career with this prim assertion: “In moving against Gorton they moved one step farther toward the summoning of the second synod, which would codify their understanding of Puritanism. He could not be tolerated, but he could be used.”3

In this and other accounts, New Englanders of the 1640s seem to be living in Camelot compared with their king-killing, leveling, ranting, pamphleteering, tub-preaching brothers and sisters in England. The galaxy of political and religious radicals populating the London of Christopher Hill’s The World Turned Upside Down or the texts populating Nigel Smith’s Perfection Proclaimed seem to be almost absent from the American scene.4 Gorton, however, was able to create a home for his radical ideas in New England Manipulating his audiences, and the notion of audience itself, Gorton forges surprising links between his own interests and those of the overseers of colonization, as he presents London with a public narrative of his career in New England that reinvents the structures of political power and clerical authority, there by questioning the legitimacy of the authority the Bay Colony claimed.

I: “A Sordid Man”

Samuel Gorton’s early career in New England is not what one might expect of someone who would manage to solicit the favor of powerful political leaders in England. Indeed, from his arrival in New England, Gorton managed to infuriate nearly everyone he encountered. Gorton was born in the late 1590s, did not attend college, and worked as a clothier in London as an adult. He came with his wife to the Massachusetts Bay Colony in the winter of 1636–37, evidently laboring under the misapprehension that the young colony was a citadel of religious freedom. He arrived during the Antinomian Controversy, and quickly departed for Plymouth, seeking more congenial neighbors. His lay religious gatherings in Plymouth attracted a few adherents, but Gorton was soon expelled from the colony in the wake of a dispute with his landlord, Plymouth preacher Ralph Smith, over the behavior of Gorton’s servant, accused of “smiling during the Sabbath meeting.”5

In 1638, Gorton repaired to the settlement at Pocasset, now Portsmouth, Rhode Island, which had just been settled by a number of Antinomians exiled from Massachusetts, including Anne Hutchinson. His religious teachings drew him more followers, and he assumed a role in the government of the nascent colony. Again, a dispute involving a servant in his household landed him in the infant court at Portsmouth, where he called the justices “just asses,” and otherwise abused William Coddington, the governor of the English settlements on Aquidneck, in a way that guaranteed his exile from the island—and earned him a whipping, by some accounts. In late 1641, Gorton sought refuge in Providence, where he and his growing band of followers managed to irritate even the famously tolerant Roger Williams, who complained to Winthrop of Gorton’s “bewitching and bemadding” carriage. Gorton’s party settled at Pawtuxet, on the outskirts of Providence, near the settlements of Robert Cole and William Arnold, who previously had been convicted by the Massachusetts courts as a drunkard and a Sabbath breaker, respectively.6

Despite being clearly outside the bounds of the Bay Colony patent, which ran from three miles north of the Merrimack River to three miles south of the Charles River, Cole and Arnold sought the protection of the Massachusetts government, which moved the Bay Colony authorities to claim jurisdiction in the area, and eject Gorton. After an exchange of obstreperous letters with the Bay Colony, Gorton moved further south, purchasing from Narragansett Indian sachems in 1643 a tract on Narragansett Bay on a neck of land known as Shawomet. The Bay Colony, claiming that the land belonged to different, lesser sachems, who also had submitted to Massachusetts jurisdiction, again called for Gorton’s party to leave. More letters followed, culminating in a military expedition that captured Gorton and carried him to trial in Boston in the fall of 1643.

Gorton narrowly escaped execution for the blasphemous nature of his retorts to the Bay Colony and was sentenced to labor in irons, as were several of his confederates. Because Gorton’s mouth was not shackled, this arrangement proved to be at least as onerous for captor as for captive, and in early 1644, Gorton’s sentence was commuted to banishment, which included ejection from his settlement at Shawomet. After a brief sojourn back in Aquidneck, Gorton set out for London to appeal his case to the overseers of the English colonies. The published version of this appeal survives as Simplicities Defence against Seven-Headed Policy.

II: “A More Full View of Things”

The bulk of Simplicities Defence is essentially an annotated documentary history of the dispute between Gorton’s party and the Massachusetts Bay Colony. In this context, it provides the same kind of evidentiary grist for scholarship on this affair as David D. Hall’s The Antinomian Controversy: A Documentary History does for the Antinomian Controversy, or would have, had it been prepared at the time, and from documents prepared by Antinomians and copiously and tendentiously annotated.

The conflict had simple enough beginnings. The Massachusetts Bay Company informed Gorton’s party that they considered the party to be encroaching on its patent. A move from the precincts of Providence to Warwick (then called Shawomet) did not satisfy Massachusetts, and letters continued to pass back and forth between Gorton’s party and Massachusetts. As the exchange unfolds, Gorton’s rejoinders are long and bewildering, while Massachusetts’ are terse and emphatic. Ultimately, the Gorton party’s intransigence moved the Bay Colony to send an armed party to Shawomet (via Providence, to the consternation of its residents). This force seized Gorton, and carried him back to Boston for trial.7

The offense that prompted the actions against Gorton was trespassing alleged by the Bay Colony, but the trial of Gorton and his followers was on charges of blasphemy. As Winthrop explains, in the course of their exchanges, “twelve of the English . . . have subscribed their names to horrible and detestable blasphemies.”8

It was in a secular realm, however, that Gorton’s dissent from the Bay colony had the most impact. The final section of Simplicities Defence is the most innovative, not only in its themes, but also in its very existence. This final portion describes Gorton’s career after he passes through the Bay Colony judicial system. Unlike many both before and after him, Gorton escaped the Massachusetts courts with his body and dissenting voice intact. This portion of the story challenges the narrative structure the Bay Colony justice system attempts to impose on the dissident, where the final chapter is always and inevitably punishment: The story of the Antinomians circulated by the Bay Colony, with its “Rise, Reign, and Ruine” structure, is typical of this tendency. Gorton is arrested, tried, convicted, imprisoned, and then turned loose. It is a narrative that cannot be contained by the judicial apparatus of courtroom and cell, followed by the gallows or banishment. The very appearance of Gorton’s story in London, in Gorton’s words, would suggest to readers there that Massachusetts courts cannot contain Gorton.

To say the least, Gorton’s experience was unusual in New England. Generally, when a New Englander fought the law, the law won, victories the magistracy shared with a London audience. As an example, in Winthrop’s A Short Story of the Rise, Reign, and Ruine of Antinomians, Familists and Libertines, the wheels of justice grind inexorably to silence Anne Hutchinson and her adherents. Hutchinson is detained, tried, convicted, exiled, and killed by Indians, an event that Thomas Weld places squarely within the scope of a larger justice working in concert with the Massachusetts magistrates: “Thus did the Lord heare our groanes to heaven, and freed us from this great and sore affliction.”9 The Indian tomahawk is merely an extension of the judicial system, preserving the Bible Commonwealth and bringing Hutchinson’s tale to a timely close. In a different vein, the triumphalist narratives of the Pequot war published in London echo the same articulation of New England power and righteousness on a London stage.

In microcosm, then, this final portion of Simplicities Defence mirrors the discursive work of Gorton’s career as a whole. Like Ishmael, he alone escapes to tell the tale, and it is also in this final section that Gorton makes his most dramatic contribution to the evolution of transatlantic discourse—he turns the Indians not into Christian believers but English subjects. Anne Myles points to Gorton’s “construction of [Indian] native subject” as allowing “the beset Narragansetts [to] see themselves as being in analogous condition to destitute whites” who “can now when they write to the Massachusetts General Court state pointedly that they expect the colony’s ‘former love’ to increase, since by their deed they have become ‘subjects now... unto the same King.’”10 However, it is in the context of Gorton’s appeal to England that this assertion appears, and it is in the context of a London, not a Boston, audience that Gorton claims this power for the Narragansetts, and himself.

The disposition of the native inhabitants of New England was of great interest both to New England writers and to their audiences in England; in almost every Stuart colonial charter, bringing the heathen to Christ is listed as one, if not the central, aim of colonization. As colonial affairs unfolded, Native Americans emerge as an important way to talk about the success of one’s settlement. Despite an initial charge to share their Christian faith with the Indians, Bay Colony ministers and magistrates seem to have ignored their neighbors as much as possible until the success of Roger Williams’s Key into the Language of America spurred them to make some success of their own to report to London.

In these responses, the Bay Colony’s engagement with Native Americans is represented as fundamentally evangelical: enumerating souls won is how it recorded its success. Conversions were breaking news, as it were, rushed to print in London at the first possible opportunity. Notably, New Englands First Fruits (1643/4) foreshadows the approach of the later Eliot Tracts in celebrating the progress of the Gospel in New England. In addition to challenging Williams’s Indian account, Bay Colony apologists could also deploy evangelical successes as a leaven for more disturbing news coming out of the colony. Thus, at the end of his introduction to the third edition of A Short Story, Weld adds to his introduction: “I think it meet for to adde a comfortable passage of newes from those parts written to me very lately by a faithfull hand . . . . That two Sagamores (or Indian Princes) with all their men women and children, have voluntarily submitted themselves to the will and law of our god . . . and have for that end put themselves under our government and protection.”11 The timing of this comment indicates that these “Sagamores” were, in fact, Pomham and Sacononoco, whose appeal offered a pretext for the expedition against the Shawomet setters. This irony underscores the narrowness of the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s representative strategy for Native Americans: For Winslow, and other Bay Colony apologists, narrating a christening and conformity to Bay Colony laws seemed to be the beginning and end of the engagement with Native Americans that Boston ministers and magistrates could imagine.

With less coercive force at their command, the dissenting settlers of southern New England had to be considerably more creative, not only in their encounters with Native Americans, but also in their representations of them. As we saw in the previous chapter, Roger Williams produced A Key into the Language of America, a guide to Indian language, culture, and mores, which took the revolutionary step of recognizing Native American communities as legitimate, civil societies, rather than troops of nomadic, heathen savages.12 To preserve his home in Shawomet, Gorton effects a similar transformation, in a political, rather than cultural, realm.

On his return to Narragansett Bay from Boston, Gorton and his followers still faced banishment from their homes and fields on Shawomet. After their release, these settlers inquired “The order of your Court last held, being dark and obscure . . . we may not therefore forebear to require an explanation of what you intend by [banishment from] the lands of Pomham and Sacononoco, for we know none they had, or ever had, under your jurisdiction.”13 This is a disingenuous reference to lands well known to the settlers: “if you should therefore so far forget yourself, as to intend thereby our land lawfully bought, and now in our possession, and inhabited by us, called Shawomet . . . we resolve upon your answer to wage law with you, and try to the uttermost, what right or interest you can show to lay claim, either to our lands or our lives.”14 Winthrop’s reply was predictably unequivocal: “The expression and intent of the order of our last general court, concerning your coming within any part of our jurisdiction, doth comprehend all the lands of Pomham and Sacononoco, and in the same are included the lands which you pretended to have purchased . . . be the place called Shawomet or otherwise, so as you are not to come there, upon peril of your lives.”15

Faced with the threat of death if he dares return home, Gorton performs a brilliant piece of improvisation, appropriating and surpassing the hegemonic technique of his Bay Colony rivals. In the face of a volatile situation among whites, Narragansetts, Mohegans, and smaller tribes, it behooved Pomham and Sacononoco to seek the protection of Massachusetts, just as it behooved the Bay Colony to extend its influence toward the Narragansett Bay, and the submission of Pomham and Sacononoco to the authority of the Massachusetts Bay government accomplished both ends. As Winthrop noted in his journal, “This we did partly to rescue the men from unjust violence, and partly to draw in the rest in those parts, either under ourselves or Plymouth.” In a classic statement of early American Realpolitik, Winthrop observes that “the place was likely to be of use to us, especially if we should have occasion to send out against any Indians of Narragansett and likewise for an outlet into Narragansett Bay, and seeing that it came without our seeking, and would be no charge to us, we thought it not wisdom to let it slip.”16

Gorton imaginatively improves on this strategy of extending power through the submission of neighbors from the context of a local squabble to the full expanse of colonial power. Describing his return among his Indian friends, Gorton indicates their surprise at his safe return from the jaws of so powerful a foe: “The Indians of that great country of the Narragansetts, hearing of our return without loss of our lives, they wondered, having observed the causeless cruelty they had offered unto us . . . they marvelled much at our deliverance and release.”17 This wonder enables Gorton to exploit another aspect of the Massachusetts campaign against him: “Now our countrymen having given out formerly, amongst the Indians, that we were not Englishmen, to encourage them against us . . . they then called us Gortoneans.”18 Gorton’s insistent Englishness is at the core of his suit in London, but he is able to turn this rhetorical exile by Massachusetts to his advantage by translating it into an Indian language: “Now the Indians calling the English in their language, Wattaconogues, they now called us Gortonoges.”19 Ventriloquized into the mouths of Indians, this distinction empowers Gorton‘s party, making the actions of the Bay Colony against a dissident appear to be a struggle between Wattaconogues and Gortonoges. Here Gorton engages in “improvisation” in the sense Stephen Greenblatt uses the word to identify the behavior of the Spanish colonists Peter Martyr describes, with an additional layer—Gorton is not simply manipulating Indians with his representation of himself, but manipulating his fellow English readers with his representation of how the Narragansetts understood his representation of himself.20

With this distinction in play, Gorton takes some liberties in relating contemporary events in England to his situation: “being that they heard a rumour of a great war in Old England . . . they presently framed to themselves a cause of our deliverance, imagining that there were two kinds of people in Old England, the one called by the name of Englishmen, and the other Gortonoges, and therefore the Massachusetts thought it not safe to take away our lives.”21 Because “the Gortonoges were a mightier people than the . . . Wattaconogues” even though “there were but few of us in New-England . . . yet that great people . . . that were in Old England would come over and put them to death that would take away our lives without just cause.”22

On the strength of a narrow escape from the hangman in Massachusetts, Gorton persuades his Indian neighbors that he has influence far beyond immediate appearances. On the face of it, this is a variation on a stock scene from narratives of encounters between Europeans and native peoples: Appearing to summon forces beyond the comprehension of the natives, Europeans convince the Indians of their supernatural powers, and win them over.23 However, the real audience for this performance by Gorton is the sachems of Parliament, and not the lords of Narragansett Bay, and thus Gorton turns the admiration of the Indians into political capital he can carry with him to London.

Gorton explains to Parliament that his Narragansett neighbors were so impressed by the English power Gorton embodied that they sought to align their own polity with this authority. The result is one of the more curious documents in the literature of the Anglophone encounter with Native Americans, and a tour-de-force by Gorton in its re-imagination of the contours of political authority. In its scrupulous appropriation of the language of treaties to an unforeseen end, it is worth reading at length, but what is excerpted here conveys the sense and tone of the whole. Gorton does not persuade the Indians to accept Christ as their savior, but rather Charles I as their sovereign.

Know all Men, Colonies, Peoples and Nations . . . we the chief Sachems, Princes or Governors of the Narragansett . . . do upon serious consideration, mature and elaborate advice and counsel, great and weighty grounds and reasons moving us hereunto, whereof the one most effectual unto us, is, that noble fame we have hear of that GREAT AND MIGHTY PRINCE, CHARLES, KING OF GREAT BRITAIN, in that honorable and princely care he hath of all his . . . true and loyal subjects; the consideration whereof moveth and bendeth our hearts with one consent, freely, voluntarily, and most humbly to submit, subject, and give over ourselves, peoples, lands and rights . . . unto the protection, care and government of that WORTHY AND ROYAL PRINCE CHARLES KING OF GREAT BRITAIN AND IRELAND.24

By 1644, Charles I had more pressing concerns than the protection and care of a tribe of Indians an ocean away, but the submission spells out a very specific reason for this resort to England: The Indians desire to be “ruled and governed according to the ancient and honorable laws and customs, established in that so renowned realm and kingdom of Old England.”25 Gorton’s concern for the traditions and precedents of English common law is manifest throughout Simplicities Defence and the rest of his work; the role he doubtless played in preparing this document, putatively the production of Indian sachems, is nowhere more evident.

This insistence on English law also had tangible benefits for these Native supplicants; as the document asserts, this direct submission to the King removed the Massachusetts Bay Colony from the judicial equation. The submission is “upon condition of his Majesty’s royal protection, and righting of us in what wrong is, or may be done unto us . . . not that we find ourselves necessitated hereunto in respect of our relation . . . with any of the natives in these parts . . . but have just cause of jealousy and suspicion of some of His Majesty’s pretended subjects.”26 In this event, the sachems, through Gorton, seek “to have our matters and causes heard and tried according to his just and equal laws, in that way and order His Majesty shall please to appoint.”27 Finally, and critically, “Nor can we yield over ourselves unto any that are subjects themselves in such a case.”28

What is presented as a unilateral gesture of homage to the power of King and Parliament is, in fact, a canny effort to inaugurate the sort of direct, provincial system of colonial supervision that began to emerge only after the Restoration. Despite deep-seated resentment of this system in much of New England, Gorton and his fellows might well imagine less to fear from such a system than from the continued attentions of their neighbors in Massachusetts, Plymouth, and Connecticut.

With this creative legal gambit, Gorton assists the Narragansett sachems in claiming autonomy in the face of further legal aggression by Massachusetts. There is no question that Gorton and his fellows played the major role in drafting this submission; setting aside questions of Indian literacy, the document parrots formal English legal language too much to be produced by anyone unfamiliar with English courts. It is safe to assume that the document was prepared by Gorton or an associate and signed by the sachems with their various marks.

The question of informed consent is vexed for any document prepared by a European for an Indian to sign, especially at such an early stage of the contact between English and Native American cultures. That the signatures of Pessicus, Conanicus, Mixan, and their witnesses must be represented graphically, rather than in type, suggests the incommensurability of English and Narragansett legal cultures. It is interesting to speculate to what degree the signers of this document—Pessicus, heir to the late Miantonomo; Conanicus, adviser to Miantonomo; Mixan, heir to Canonicus—understood what they signed, or how they understood the power to which they submitted. Anglo–Indian legal documents have become subject to richly deserved scorn as examples of white duplicity and greed; in this period, Francis Jennings has detailed some of the ruses used to steal land from Native Americans under the rubric he calls “the deed game.”29 Despite more cordial dealings with the Native Americans than Massachusetts managed, Gorton does not escape Jennings’s criticism. In this case, however, what Gorton seeks was more abstract than a title to a piece of land—he is describing the relation of one form of authority to another, echoing both his theological concerns and political struggles.

The knowledge of Roger Williams’s triumphant return to Providence with a charter is echoed in Gorton’s activities in the last section of Simplicities Defence; as Williams carried the knowledge set down in the Key back with him to London, so Gorton carries the document of this submission back with him to the same effect. In fact, the language of the submission calls for just such an act: “we have, by joint consent, made choice of four of his loyal and loving subjects, our trusty and well-beloved friends, Samuel Gorton, John Wickes, Randall Holden, and John Warner, whom we have deputed, and made our lawful Attornies or commissioners, not only for the acting and performing of this our deed, but, in behalf of his highness; but also for the safe custody, careful conveyance and declaration thereof unto his grace.”30 With this document, Gorton not only brings Indian subjects into the English realm; he also connects his remote corner of North America to the same authority empowered to rule in his case.
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FIGURE 6: From Samuel Gorton,
Simplicities Defence against Seven-Headed Policy (London: 1646).
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Of course, Charles I did not see this submission from the Narragansett sachems during the interval between its delivery to London and his execution. In this light, the submission might seem to strike rather the wrong note. However, because control of the colonies was one of many royal powers Parliament arrogated to itself in the early days of the revolution, the Committee for Foreign Plantations was pleased to receive this document, and to act upon it in the King’s stead. As the dedication to Simplicities Defence reveals, Gorton was acutely aware of who his patrons were; indeed, presenting the submission to the Parliamentary committee would have been a flattering recognition of their power in this matter.31

The order that the Commissioners issued in the case emphatically endorsed Gorton’s representation of affairs in New England. Despite making conciliatory statements that Massachusetts’s “spirits and affairs are acted by principles of prudence, justice, and zeal to God,” the Commissioners reverse the judgment of the Bay Colony with respect to Shawomet and its inhabitants: “We find withal that the tract of land, called the Narragansett Bay . . . is wholly without the bounds of the Massachusetts patent granted by his majesty.”32 Gorton’s expressions of patriotism inform this decision: “We have considered that they be English, and that the forcing of them to find out new places of residence will be very chargeable, difficult and uncertain.”33 Reinvesting Gorton’s party with the rights and privileges of English subjects, the Commissioners enjoin Massachusetts to “permit and suffer the petitioners and all the late inhabitants of Narragansett Bay, with all their families and all such as hereafter shall join with them, freely and quietly to live and plant upon Shawomet, and such other parts of the said tract of land within the bounds mentioned . . . without extending your jurisdiction to any part thereof.”34 This patent from the commissioners is the foundation of the Shawomet plantation’s freedom from the legal and military aggression of its Puritan neighbors. In gratitude, the Shawomet setters renamed their home after the Earl of Warwick on their return.

Describing a contemporaneous episode in transatlantic print culture, Grantland Rice notes the ability of dissident authors like John Child “to circumvent the Puritan theocracy’s rigorous attempt to contain a rapidly expanding print sphere . . . [by] exploiting . . . two extraordinary periods for press freedom in seventeenth-century England.” Rice concludes that “writers like John Child . . . exposed their dissenting views to a wider reading public, leveraging political reform from abroad.”35 In Child’s case, however, what Rice calls a “strategy of textual containment by offering a deconstructive sequel” made “interpretation of the ‘Jonas’ story the primary site of contestation in the pamphlet, suggest[ing] the difficult position dissenting writers faced in voicing their claims.”36 Because there was no sermon from Cotton or another minister forestalling Simplicities Defence, Gorton’s texts were less susceptible to this kind of attack; instead, Winslow’s response serves mainly to recirculate Gorton’s grievances even as he labors to refute them in Hypocrisie Unmasked.

In essence, Gorton escapes the discursive monopoly the Bay Colony magistracy attempted to hold over New England by publishing in London, and considering their effort to quash Child’s criticism of Massachusetts, it is not at all surprising that the Massachusetts court moved to send its own representative to counter Gorton’s claims. The choice of Winslow for the job was fitting, for he was an established figure in colonial affairs. He published one of the earliest narratives of Puritan settlement in the New World, Good Newes from New England, from 1624, and had a hand in the 1622 Mourt’s Relation. Additionally, as a pillar of the Plymouth settlement deputed to speak for Massachusetts, he embodied the collective scorn the United Colonies held for Gorton.

Winslow was as qualified as any to answer Gorton, but he lacked the rhetorical wherewithal to outflank him. The body of Hypocrisie Unmasked takes a documentary form similar to Simplicities Defence, but it also apes Winthrop’s account of the Antinomian Controversy, A Short Story of The Rise, Reign, and Ruine of Antinomians, Familists and Libertines (1644), in its production of lengthy lists of errors gleaned from Gorton’s letters. In effect, Winslow’s rebuttal of Simplicities Defence is a tedious gainsaying of Gorton’s text.

Winslow’s effort to contain Gorton presumes a rhetorical authority over American affairs that had already begun to erode. Winthrop’s A Short Story relies in part on a similar strategy of enumerating errors, but such a strategy presumes a monopoly on the truth, a privilege which fewer and fewer London observers were willing to grant to Massachusetts. The high-handed conduct of the Bay Colony in quashing the Antinomian Controversy attracted unfavorable attention from London observers, while Gorton’s eccentric beliefs were unexceptional in a London teeming with sects and within the pale of the New Model Army’s spectrum of beliefs.37

The doctrinal leeway available to Gorton is evident in an incident he discusses in a rejoinder he addressed to Nathaniel Morton in response to his New Englands Memorial, where Gorton is termed a “pestilent seducer,” among other epithets. Discussing his preaching in London, Gorton asserts that “Indeed once in London three or four malignant persons caused me to be summoned before a committee of Parliament because I was not a university man; I appeared and my accusers also.” Ultimately, and after Winslow’s refusal to prefer religious matters against Gorton, his “answers and arguments were honourably taken by the Chairman and the rest of the Committee and my selfe dismissed as preacher of the Gospell . . . . Which act of that committee I take to be as good an humane call to preach as any of your ministers have.”38 Acquittal on charges of preaching without a license is a peculiar sort of ordination, and as Gorton’s account is the only surviving record of this affair, the actual circumstances are difficult to determine. Unless Gorton made up this story out of whole cloth to buttress his rejoinder to Morton, which seems unlikely, the sum of the story is that Gorton’s heterodoxy was below the threshold of what would move Parliament to act against him. The fundamentally different religious cultures of London and Boston in the mid-1640s diminished the threat Gorton posed in London, even as they magnified the threat he posed in New England.

III: “Suffer Mr. Gorton to Pass”

According to Gorton, Winslow declined to testify about Gorton’s preaching because “his businesse with me lay before another Committee of Parliament.”39 The extent of Winslow’s success in pressing his complaint was to secure a hearing for himself and Gorton before the Commissioners in 1647, to review their decision on Shawomet. As they announced to Winthrop, “we have spent some time in hearinge bothe partes, concerning the boundes of these Patentes,” but “we could not, at this distance, give a Resolution.”40 With other affairs pressing on them, the Commissioners confirmed the status granted to Gorton’s settlement the previous year, and counseled the colonies to co-exist harmoniously. Ultimately, the actions of the Committee for Foreign Plantations on Gorton’s behalf worked more by restraining Massachusetts than by privileging Gorton—he is given the liberties due any English subject, to the Bay Colony’s dismay. These instruments do not flatter Gorton as Roger Williams was flattered by references to his “Printed Indian Labours” in the Providence charter, but do satisfy Gorton’s goals in making his appeal. Indeed, in this practice of checking Massachusetts, and in permitting Gorton to continue what he had been doing, they reflect the scenario Gorton constructs throughout—he is a loyal English subject who simply seeks to enjoy the privileges of any such, without the molestations of neighbors. Thus, the Committee for Foreign Plantations essentially defines Warwick, Rhode Island, negatively, as the territory that Massachusetts cannot claim for itself from an English subject. However, in limiting the compass of Bay Colony power and in extending English subjectivity across the Atlantic, the Committee for Foreign Plantations confirms Gorton’s view of the relation of colonists, colonies, and colonial authority.

This support of Samuel Gorton by the architects of the English Puritan migration to America mandates a reconsideration of Gorton, these colonial leaders, and the nature of migration itself. Attention to these overseers of colonial policy has diminished in contemporary scholarship of New England. In a parallel context, however, Karen Ordahl Kupperman’s study of the Providence Island Company points out the importance of London colonial government. Conveniently, many members of the Committee for Foreign Plantations (C.F.P.) were Providence Island Company veterans, and some estimate of their inclinations in New England can be gleaned from their conduct concerning Providence Island. Beyond Gorton’s belletristic gesture of dedicating Simplicities Defence to Warwick, the Earl and his fellows comprise the immediate and most important audience for Gorton’s performance. As this reading of Simplicities Defence depends critically on a sense of who responded to it, and where, a reconstruction of Gorton’s Parliamentary supporters is in order. There are four critical documents Gorton elicited from this committee: one, the order restoring Warwick to Gorton’s party of 15 May 1646; two, the order giving them free passage from any New England port to their homes, also drafted on 15 May 1646; three, the declaration of the C.F.P.’s intent to adjudicate the claims of Winslow and Gorton of 25 May 1647; and four, the final determination by the C.F.P. that the issue of the rival claims cannot be decided at such a distance, and thus to confirm the original order, allowing the Gortonists to remain, of 22 July 1647.41

Table 1 details the signers of the various instruments Gorton secured from Parliament in his struggle with Massachusetts, and from the original members of the Committee for Foreign Plantations. Unfortunately, we face many of the same difficulties in reconstructing Gorton’s supporters that he faced himself in constructing this coalition. There are not surviving documents indicating which members of Parliament supported Winslow’s countersuit, as we have for the rival Williams and Weld–Peter suits, so we can identify Gorton’s supporters with more confidence than we can his opponents. In short, it is difficult to interpret the meaning of the absence of a signature. As a rule, the members of the C.F.P. were extensively involved in a press of domestic, political, and (prior to the Self-Denying Ordnance) military affairs. As Raymond Stearns describes in his reconstruction of the signers of Weld and Peter’s unsuccessful Narragansett Patent, colonial appeals were neglected for months while members of the committee were absent from London on military campaigns.42 Thus, the absence of a name may indicate either explicit disapproval of Gorton’s suit, or it may indicate simply absence. While it is difficult to make conclusive judgments about a given CFP member’s endorsement of Gorton based on the presence or absence of a signature, it is reasonable to conclude that the presence of a name on one or more of these documents indicates support for Gorton’s suit, at least when measured against the counterclaims of Massachusetts.

With this caveat in mind, the character of Gorton’s support is still quite unexpected. The original members of the C.F.P. who sign one or more of the letters favorable to Gorton are Robert Rich, Earl of Warwick (1587–1658); Philip Herbert, Earl of Pembroke (1584–1650); Edward Montagu, Earl of Manchester (1602–1671); William Fiennes, Lord Saye and Sele (1582–1662); Arthur Hasselrige (d. 1661); Benjamin Rudyer (1572–1658); Dennis Bond (d. 1658); Miles Corbet (d. 1662); Cornelius Holland (d. after 1660); and Samuel Vassal (1586–1667). These men are among the most active participants in colonial schemes, and interlocked in any number of overlapping ventures. Warwick had been involved in colonial undertakings for most of his life, and supported clergy of very diverse convictions through the livings in his gift.43 Warwick’s interest in Gorton’s case might have been animated by this same heterodox generosity; at the same time, the grant of Shawomet to Gorton also might have represented a convenient way to trammel an increasingly intransigent Bay Colony, and to articulate the C.F.P.’s authority in colonial affairs.

Gorton’s support is diverse enough that it is impossible to make a statement along the lines of “by mobilizing the support of radical London politicians, Gorton was able to defend his claim to Shawomet against that of Massachusetts.” Gorton’s support defies easy political or religious characterization, but as David Underdown demonstrates at length in Pride’s Purge, it is difficult to delineate consistent affiliations and associations for members of the Long Parliament even where domestic events are concerned.44 In Gorton’s case, his most enthusiastic supporters are distributed among Underdown’s categorizations of Revolutionary, Conformist, Abstainer, Secluded, and Imprisoned.45 More fall into the first category than any other, but Gorton also enjoyed support from those who would soon be purged. It is tautological, but important, to recognize that the support Gorton found among from Parliamentarians came from men who were in positions of political power; Gorton’s concern for hierarchy and the proper devolution of power goes a long way toward explaining the ability of this eccentric sectarian to attract political allies across a broad political spectrum. Against the chaos of London, and the pretensions of Boston, Gorton, for all of his eccentricities, presents himself as a colonist who knows his role, and will not exceed it—Gorton makes his claims on the basis of his status as a loyal English subject, not out of a sense of a special privilege.

Manchester and Pembroke were not intensely involved with colonial affairs, but were closely associated with Warwick and his family and were inclined to follow his lead on most matters concerning New England. Say and Sele, another veteran of many colonial schemes, was the only avowed Independent in the House of Lords, but was ill-disposed to Massachusetts after the rebuff of his colonial scheme, the “Proposal for Persons of Quality” in 1640.

Among the members of the House of Commons, Hasselrige was a close associate of Saye and of the late Lord Brooke, while Rudyer was associated with Pembroke, and followed in his wake. Denis Bond was later active in naval and trade issues under Cromwell, but a quiet member of this body. Cornelius Holland was also more active in the 1650s, and participated in the events leading to the execution of Charles I. Miles Corbet was perhaps the most radical of Gorton’s supporters, an ardent Congregationalist and future regicide who would be executed after the Restoration. Vassal’s relation to his brother William, who joined with John and Robert Child as a remonstrant against the Bay Colony, explains his inclination to curtail Massachusetts power.
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Absent, therefore, from Gorton’s supporters in the original C.F.P. are Lord Wharton, Lord Roberts, Gilbert Gerard, Vane, Cromwell, and Spurstow. The absence of Vane’s signature from all of these documents is surprising. While the birth, faith, and carriage of Gorton may have made him unpalatable to Vane, his persecution at the hands of the Massachusetts magistrates could not but have stirred sympathetic feelings from another victim of this oligarchy. He appears to have been present and active in Parliament in the late spring and early summer of 1646, when the C.F.P. acted to preserve Shawomet, and he exerted himself on Williams’s behalf for the Providence charter, both in 1644 and in vacating Coddington’s claim for Aquidneck in 1652. Williams was no admirer of Gorton, but likely would have preferred the annoyances that would attend his settlement to the threat that would attend having a Bay Colony outpost as a neighbor. There is no sign that Vane supported Winslow, so it is possible that the press of other affairs prevented Vane from exerting himself on Gorton’s behalf: At the time, in May of 1646, he was busy with the Committee for Compounding, and the King went into the custody of the Scots on 5 May, or ten days before order on Gorton’s behalf was issued.46 In the absence of any direct evidence for the relation between Gorton and Vane, the reasons for the lack of Vane’s support are difficult to ascertain.

Beyond the original members of the C.F.P., a number of additional members of Parliament took an interest in Gorton 1646–47, adding their signatures to one or more of the instruments supporting his case: Heneage Finch, Earl of Nottingham (1621–1682); Francis Dacre, Baron Dacre, or Francis Lennard (1619–1662); Alex Rigby (1594–1650); George Fenwick (1603–1657); Francis Allein (Allen) (d. 1658); William Purfoye (1580?–1659); George Snelling (d. 1651); Algernon Percy, Earl of Northumberland (1602–1688); William Waller (1597?–1668); Basil Fielding, Second Earl of Denbigh, (before 1608–1674); Henry Mildmay (d. 1664?); and Richard Salwey (1615–1685).

The striking feature of these supporters of Gorton is their moderation. Rather than constructing a radical coterie in London, Gorton manages to enlist holders of very different convictions to his cause. To be sure, some element of this success depends on qualities of personal charisma impossible to evaluate at this remove, especially in the absence of any contemporary accounts from his adherents. Surely, though, the same qualities that persuaded the settlers of Warwick to follow him in his peregrinations and persecutions served him in London. This ability to enlist support from unlikely sources is echoed in the publication of Simplicities Defence. The circulation of his story served him, but it may also have served other interests. The initial publication of Simplicities Defence was by Luke Fawne, who supported the Presbyterian cause, so his interest in the text may well have been in the discredit the book reflected on the Independent regime in Massachusetts, rather than in his sympathies for Gorton. Conversely, the second edition of Simplicities Defence, identical in substance save the title page, was published by George Whittington, a bookseller with more radical connections, including to Hannah Allen, who later married the notorious Livewell Chapman.47 Gorton’s story appealed to both Presbyterians and sectarians for the portrait it painted of an Independent party in control in Massachusetts but under fire in London.

During his sojourn in London, Gorton was active in the London Puritan underground, preaching at Thomas Lambe’s church, to the consternation of Presbyterian heresiographers.48 However, it does not appear that circulating in this religious milieu had much effect on his Parliamentary suit. The tub preachers and conventiclers were not the audience Gorton had to reach to preserve Shawomet, and his religious sphere appears to be almost entirely distinct from his political one. It is possible to draw some connections from Gorton, to New Model chaplains, to influential members of Parliament, but it is impossible, unfortunately, to make a specific argument, for instance, that it was Gorton’s acquaintance with Paul Hobson, who enjoyed the patronage of Sir Arthur Hasselrige, that was the factor that carried the day.

At the same time, given his constant troubles in New England, it is hard to imagine that Gorton prevailed in London simply on the strength of his personal charm, though his dedication to Warwick demonstrates he was capable of a courtly gesture when so inclined. Instead, Gorton is able to attract support from London political leaders both to the left and right of the Bay Colony: For Presbyterians, Gorton’s settlement could remain a thorn in the side of an Independent oligarchy; for more liberal-minded members of Parliament (M.P.s), Gorton’s religious eccentricities did not outweigh his maintenance of an English identity and concern for proper political subordination. Gorton offered a more appealing model of colonial settlement than that of the dangerously independent-minded and intransigent Bay Colony, despite his religious views.

With this support, Gorton helps to unleash the diversity of religious and political opinion of mid-seventeenth-century England in the colonies (he was the first to write sympathetically of the New England Quakers) and finds concrete expression for this heterogeneity on the other side of the Atlantic. Gorton’s Warwick and Winthrop’s Boston emerge as two of a diverse assortment of settlements with different reasons, goals, and polities. From Providence Island in the Caribbean to the coast of Maine and beyond, a shifting coterie of lords, gentlemen, and merchants conceived and undertook a great number of different colonial projects, articulating divergent religious methods and aims. Samuel Gorton, for all of his personal and religious eccentricity, finds a way to present himself and his neighbors as English subjects, subject to colonial authority.

IV: Wresting Scripture

These texts, and the town of Warwick, are Gorton’s legacy. Gorton was no Wesley, with a religious following persisting well after his death. As David Hall points out, Gorton, “the most prominent of the New England radicals . . . was unable to recruit more than a handful of ‘Gortonists’ and his group, which finally settled in Warwick, was dying out by 1670.”49 Notwithstanding Ezra Stiles’s account of meeting the last surviving Gortonist in 1771, Hall’s assertion that Gorton was not the face of popular religion in New England is well founded.50

However, it is expressly not the role of the dissident to represent the majority. Instead, Gorton’s achievement is to find ways to use language to allow dissidents outside the majority to speak for themselves. Early on in his engagement with Gorton, John Winthrop commented of his party that “they were all illiterate men, the ablest of them could not write true English, no not common words, yet they would take upon them the interpretation of the most difficult places of scripture, and wrest them any way to serve their own turns.”51 However, Winthrop’s complaint of Gorton’s party’s habit of “wresting scripture to serve their own turns” belies that it is facility with language that allowed Gorton and his adherents to thwart the aggression of Bay Colony ministers and magistrates. Nigel Smith and Elizabeth Skerpan point to genre as central to the literature of political revolution and radical religion in mid-seventeenth-century England, and it is in the context of genre that Gorton’s more enduring contributions come to light.52 Ranging between politics and religion, England and America, Gorton’s texts shuttle from one of these concerns to the other, freeing Gorton to recast American religious debates in terms of English politics, or to interpret English religious debates in terms of American politics. In the following years, his approach was widely adopted by Quaker apologists seeking to check the persecution of their sect by the Bay Colony, as well as by those with secular grievances. In mixing the genres of colonial American discourse with those of English political and religious debates, Gorton demonstrates how differently minded American colonists could speak in a language that English power could authorize and imbue with political authority.





4. ANTINOMIANS, ANABAPTISTS, AND AQUIDNECK



Contesting Heresy in Interregnum London

I: The Coddington Coup

Samuel Gorton’s errand secured the integrity of the mainland portion of the colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, and, in the form of Gorton’s passport, generated a rebuke to the Bay Colony for its highhanded relations with its neighbors. However, the island portion of the colony of Rhode Island, named Aquidneck by the Narragansetts, was a different matter. Antinomian exiles from the Bay Colony, voluntary and otherwise, settled the towns of Portsmouth and Newport on Aquidneck, and these towns faced a separate threat to its status as part of the colony of Rhode Island. William Coddington, who had been active in the Bay Colony government before departing in the wake of the Antinomian Controversy, sought to hijack the island’s government and steer it in a more conservative direction. To this end, Coddington secured a commission from the Council of State, placing the island under his proprietary control.

It fell to John Clarke, a Baptist of Newport, to recover the island’s government for the colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. Thus, the context for Clarke’s errand differs from Williams’s and Gorton’s—rather than solicit a new instrument of government, as Williams did, or confirm an earlier one, as Gorton did, Clarke had to persuade metropolitan authorities to undo an earlier instrument they had issued to a rival.

The aim of Clarke’s errand was different from those of his precursors, but so were the means he used. In the transition from Williams and Gorton’s appeals to those of Clarke and then the Quakers, there are simultaneous shifts in content and form of the texts dissidents produced. Williams and Gorton manipulate representations of Native Americans to give their appeals leverage; Clarke and the Quaker apologists build on this technique to represent the English subject in America.

Where Williams and Gorton discover the value of metropolitan print as a site where it is possible to challenge colonial persecution, Clarke and the Quakers bring a new narrative self-consciousness to printed colonial dissent. Williams’s ideological work is dispersed over a heterogeneous array of texts; Gorton’s suit is in the form of an annotated anthology of the documents related to his case. For Clarke and the Quakers, there is a growing awareness that the experience of colonial persecution could be translated, through print, into metropolitan political capital. Thus, in place of Williams and Gorton’s re-imagining of the relations between English and Native inhabitants of America, Clarke and the Quakers re-imagine power relations among English subjects.

These relations were in a state of flux when Clarke arrived in New England. Shortly after his arrival in Boston, Clarke joined a number of Bostonians who left the Bay Colony in the wake of the Antinomian Controversy and settled on Aquidneck, or the Island of Rhode Island. This common bond was not enough to prevent internal conflict, and a group left the original settlement at Portsmouth to settle Newport, on the south of the island. William Coddington was at the center of conflicts on Aquidneck. Despite his Antinomian sympathies, he was politically and socially conservative. He also appears to have been a snob, to judge by the discomfort his letters to Bay Colony leaders evinced about living among a group of outcasts. Unlike Williams, who maintained a correspondence with the Winthrops based on the assumption that they were equals, Coddington’s correspondence with Bay Colony leaders has a servile and obsequious tone. Coddington made overtures to Bay Colony ministers and magistrates almost as soon as he settled in Newport. In early 1641, Coddington writes to John Cotton concerning his status in the Church of Boston, closing with “endeared affection to you and yours and all that remember us, I rest your neclected reiected afflicted frind Wm Coddington.”1 In a similar vein, Coddington wrote in 1646 to John Winthrop of John Winthrop, Jr.’s visit on his way south, telling him, “My purpose is er long to come to the Bay. I desire to be remembered to all that remember me.”2

Coddington wrote from Newport. The charter Williams secured in 1644 embraced both his and Gorton’s mainland settlements (Providence and Warwick, or Providence Plantations) and island (Rhode Island, or Aquidneck) portions of the colony, which contained the towns of Portsmouth and Newport. Coddington, however, did not cherish the relatively democratic constitution of the colony’s mainland government, and sought to bring the island under a different rule of law. He made overtures to the United Colonies (an intercolonial confederation of Massachusetts, Plymouth, Connecticut, and New Haven), which rejected his overture because the group claimed the island was within the Plymouth patent.3 These efforts failing, Coddington went to England, and managed to secure a commission granting him proprietary control of the island from the Council of State.

This commission had significance beyond the control of an island in Narragansett Bay. With the Island of Rhode Island under the proprietary control of Coddington, who was eager to compound with the United Colonies, there was a legitimate question of whether the colony charted in 1644 still existed and still offered any protection to Providence and Warwick from the ambitions of their neighbors. The Bay Colony had made incursions into Narragansett Bay on similarly flimsy pretexts in the past, as in the case of Samuel Gorton.

On a broader scale, an Aquidneck Island under Coddington’s control had the potential to revise the narrative of New England history. If a moderate Antinomian rump on Aquidneck could be reintegrated into the United Colonies—effectively a satellite of the Bay Colony—the final chapter of the Antinomian Controversy would be cohesion, rather than fissure. There was a precedent for such a pattern—a portion of the Antinomian party followed John Wheelwright to settle Exeter, New Hampshire. Within a few years, this settlement, as well as the New Hampshire settlements of Portsmouth, Dover, and Hampton, were within the compass of the Bay Colony’s power.4 Thus, the northern portion of the Antinomian diaspora ultimately facilitated the Bay Colony’s territorial expansion in that direction. Given previous efforts to secure land in and around Narragansett Bay, it is reasonable to assume that the Bay Colony would be only too happy to repeat this process of annexation to the south. Moreover, beyond the territorial and political advantages, absorbing Aquidneck would have the significant ideological advantage of re-integrating Antinomian exiles into the political structure of orthodox New England, thus producing a narrative that ends with a cohesive and solid orthodoxy, rather than irreparable fissures among English settlers in New England.

II: A Trip to Lynn

Because the grant of Aquidneck to Coddington threatened Rhode Islanders both on the mainland and on the island, both segments of the colony had a reason to seek a reversal of the grant to Coddington. Thus, two representatives traveled from Rhode Island to London to plead for the union of Rhode Island. Roger Williams represented the mainland Rhode Islanders concerned about the integrity of the colony, while Clarke represented Aquidneck residents opposed to Coddington’s regime.

Before setting off for London, Clarke managed to get himself arrested in Lynn, Massachusetts. Along with fellow Baptists Obadiah Holmes and John Crandall, Clarke traveled to Lynn to visit William Witter, a Baptist there, and to conduct a religious service. They made no discernable effort to conceal their efforts, and two constables arrested Clarke and his party, carrying them to Lynn’s church, where they refused to take part in the service. They were carried to trial at Boston, where they were convicted of “denying the lawfulness of baptizing infants,” and “seducing the people of this Commonwealth from the truth of the Gospel of Jesus Christ,” among other charges, and sentenced. Clarke faced a fine of twenty pounds, Crandall, five, and Holmes, thirty. If the men failed to arrange for these fines to be paid by the first day of the next Court of Assistants, they would be whipped instead.5

Religious persecution by the Bay Colony was not rare in this era; deliberately provoking it was, at least until the Quakers arrived in the late 1650s. The timing of events suggests that Clarke deliberately sought out this persecution. We do not know when Coddington returned, but it must have been between 3 April 1651, when he secured the commission in London, and early August, when Roger Williams shares the news of Coddington’s return and commission with John Winthrop, Jr.6 Clarke’s excursion to Lynn occurred in mid-July, so it is probable, but not definite, that he set out for Lynn knowing of Coddington’s coup. Presumably, being at Newport, he would have heard of the commission before Williams did, and Williams did not seem concerned to write Winthrop as soon as he heard the news, inasmuch as it comes near the end of a letter detailing many items.

Clarke embraced the Baptist tenets of believers’ baptism and immersion no later than 1644, the Bay Colony’s law against Anabaptists had been in place since 1644, and Witter had been at Lynn for several years before Clarke’s visit. In the intervening years, however, Clarke had not previously been moved to make such a foray. The only other trip Clarke took on this kind of business was of a dramatically different nature: In the fall of 1649, he had traveled not to Lynn, a solid Puritan town deep in the Bay Colony, but to Rehoboth, an heterodox outpost of Plymouth on the border of Rhode Island, a town where religious discipline was hard to enforce, and from which he and fellow Baptist Mark Lucar returned without incident.7 At Rehoboth, Clarke and Lucar, a former member of John Spilsbury’s Baptist congregation in England, baptized Obadiah Holmes, who had clashed with Samuel Newman, the minister there. Clarke and Lucar returned from Rehoboth without incident, either because they were more discreet, or because of the absence of enforcement of the laws against Baptists. If the purpose of Clarke’s trip to Lynn was simply to commune with a co-religionist, Clarke and his associates might have visited the elderly Baptist Witter in Lynn at any time in the several years previous, as Witter had been convinced of the insufficiency of the Bay Colony’s ordinances of baptism for at least five years.8 But on the eve of the most important action of his life, one that would determine the fate of the colony he founded, he was moved to travel into the heart of the Bay Colony and openly celebrate a forbidden religious ceremony.

To summarize, Clarke faced a distinct political challenge in Coddington’s commission. Just before he went to make his case in London, he traveled to the Bay Colony and openly defied its religious laws, resulting in his arrest and trial, and the whipping of his companion. Unlike the Quakers who would arrive in New England at the end of the decade, Clarke did not make a habit of seeking out persecution—except on the eve of his departure for London. The evidence is circumstantial, but compelling—as a prelude to his errand, Clarke sought to manufacture an experience of colonial religious persecution that he could translate into metropolitan political capital.

III: A Trip to London

In London, Clarke circulates this capital in the form of Ill Newes from New-England (1652). Ill Newes is much more coherent and readable than Simplicities Defence, but retains some of its heterogeneous nature. The prefatory material consists of contains dedications to Parliament and the Council of State; the “Honored Magistracy, the Presbytery, and their dependency in the Mathatusets Colony in New-England”; the “true Christian Reader.” Following the dedication is “a brief discourse touching New England, as to the matter at hand, and to that part of it, sci Rode Island, where my residence is, together with the occasion my going out with others from the Mathatusets Bay.”9 The body of Ill Newes consists of two parts: a narrative of the arrest, trial, and punishment of Clarke and his two friends, followed by a four-part Baptist apologetic, concluding with an assertion that “no servant of Jesus hath any authority from him to force upon others either their faith or the order of the Gospel of Christ. Wherein are produced eight arguments against persecution for case of conscience.”10

The first section of this text narrates Clarke and Holmes’s arrest and trial. Clarke offers a detailed account of his trial, similar to those in Rise, Reign, and Ruine, with the critical difference that it is the defendant, rather than representatives of the prosecution, who offers the narrative. As Gorton did, Clarke produces a printed version of the case he makes to London colonial authorities.

The heart of this narrative is a letter that Clarke publishes from Obadiah Holmes to London Baptist leaders William Kiffin and John Spilsbury. Holmes is the putative author of his own narrative of suffering, but it appears in the form it does through Clarke’s offices, and Clarke appends his own narrative and several documents describing the aftermath of this punishment. In a limited way, Holmes and Clarke anticipate the authorial model of “suffering and subscribing” the Quakers developed.11 We do not know what emendations Clarke may have made to Holmes’s actual letter, or even definitively that Holmes wrote the letter that bears his name, but we do know that Clarke is ultimately responsible for the letter in the form in which it does appear. In his own letter, Holmes says, “what they laid to my charge, you may here read in my sentence.”12 The sentence does indeed appear in Ill Newes, but not in the letter, suggesting that Holmes was conscious that his letter would be part of a larger publication that Clarke would prepare in London. Evidently, Holmes furnished this letter to Clarke for his own use in Ill Newes as much as he intended it as a communication to Kiffin and Spilsbury.

Clarke makes the claim on his title page that “While old England is becoming new, New-England is become old,” and this idea is the animating thesis of Ill Newes. English readers could see old England becoming new all around them, and the case of Obadiah Holmes furnishes Clarke with an opportunity to show just how New England was becoming old. As the charge is developed in the Holmes letter, the idea that New England is becoming old takes a much more specific form than a general implication that its first generation of leaders was old and out of touch with events in England. By “old,” Clarke alludes to a period of just more than a decade ago: the heyday of Archbishop Laud’s persecutions of nonconforming clergy and others. These terrors were well within the memory of any adult Londoner, and themselves echoed the more extreme persecutions of Protestants under Queen Mary in the previous century, which formed the bulk of the material for John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, colloquially known as “Foxe’s Book of Martyrs.”13

In recalling the Laudian persecutions of recent memory, Clarke has access to a vivid and recognizable body of literature that narrated these persecutions from the perspective of the sufferer, with disastrous effects for the persecutor. Henry Burton’s Divine Tragedie (1636) and especially William Prynne’s A New Discovery of the Prelates Tyranny (1641) offer Clarke a paradigm for accounts of punishments from the victim’s perspective that subvert the state’s intention and become powerful statements on behalf of the victim.14 In her study of the rhetoric of this period, Elizabeth Skerpan shows that “the Laudian persecutions of 1637 reveal nothing less than a reversal of power through rhetoric.”15 Taken as a genre, narratives of Laudian persecutions, like many genres, offer a predictable narrative and a predictable result. Just as the ultimate outcome of a tragedy, romance, or mystery is rarely in doubt, no one picks up a narrative like Prynne’s, Burton’s, or Holmes’s expecting that the victim of torture will recount learning the error of his ways through the ministrations of his inquisitors.

The most prominent of Laud’s victims were Henry Burton, a minister; John Bastwick, a physician; and William Prynne, a lawyer. The trajectory of their persecution and triumph in the 1630s and 1640s, as described in their own narratives, furnished Clarke with an immediate model for the narrative of suffering at the hands of a persecuting government. For Laud’s victims, the living presence of Foxe’s book in English culture during the time of the Laudian persecutions meant that observers could easily revise punishments staged by the state into familiar scripts from the Book of Martyrs. As David Cressy points out, Henry Burton’s account of William Prynne’s first ear cropping in the Divine Tragedie (1636) “may have been influenced as much by his reading of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs as by his witnessing of the scene at Westminster.”16 Cressy makes this comment as a way of questioning accounts of Prynne’s “heroic forbearance” in the face of this barbaric punishment; more important, however, the striking uniformity of accounts of this affair demonstrates the power of Foxe’s heroes in shaping the perception, if not the reality, of the behavior of Laud’s victims under duress of torture. John Knott observes of A Briefe Relation, the most extensive account of the persecution of Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne, that “what is most striking about the social drama the tract recreates is the self-conscious and skillful way that Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne appropriate language and gestures of martyrdom learned chiefly from Foxe.”17 Laud himself was so aware of the subversive potential of the Book of Martyrs that he refused to license a new edition in 1637.18

What made this form of dissent appealing to the successors of Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne was that it worked. The victims of Laud described their travails in a barrage of publications, most notably Prynne’s A New Discovery of the Prelates Tyranny and A Briefe Relation of Certaine Speciall and Most Materiall Passages and Speeches in the Starre Chamber (1638/1641). The accounts of their sufferings won them the sympathies of many Londoners, even as these narratives worked to discredit Laud. Just after their public torment, the procession of the three to their respective prisons took on the air of a joyful parade—an occasion eclipsed only by their triumphant return to London, concurrent with the impeachment of Laud by the Long Parliament.19

For those who emulated them, one important legacy of this revision of Foxe’s paradigm of martyrdom by Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne was their capacity to evoke the generic conventions of martyrologies without the inconvenience of dying. In England, John Lilburne uses this affair as a guide for narratives of his own suffering, and Clarke and Holmes are aware of its conventions as well.20 Clarke left England in the late summer or early fall of 1637, and he was likely in London for the first phases of this saga; Holmes may still have been in England at this point. In any event, word of this affair quickly reached New England by other means: Henry Jessey, who would become a leading English Baptist, wrote to Winthrop in September 1637 with a detailed account of the sufferings of Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne. Jessey observes, “By these devices the Prelates hoped to have prevailed; but it is feared they have lost greatly by it. The poor credit they had with the vulgar is now quite lost.”21 Upon his return to England, Clarke very likely would have encountered this Baptist leader, and it is possible that Jessey reminded Clarke of the impact of this spectacle as he composed Ill Newes.

For Clarke’s suit in London, the extra measure of persecution endured by Holmes is critical. Clarke’s own experience of Massachusetts justice, while by no means pleasant, lacks the drama he needed to distinguish his dissenting narrative from individual personal gripes against the United Colonies, such as Morton’s New English Canaan or Lechford’s Plain Dealing; as Elizabeth Skerpan observes in the English context, one advantage of this genre of suffering evolving from Foxe was that “this discourse allowed the writer to represent himself as a spokesman for many, since it made his experiences not unique but exemplary.”22

In the letter to Kiffin and Spilsbury, Holmes offers a narrative of suffering that works precisely because of its adherence to the generic conventions of martyrdom that were Anglicized by Foxe and revised by Laud’s victims. Holmes begins his letter with a salutation to his brethren inquiring after the state of their souls and offers a brief account of his own spiritual journey, culminating in the trip to Lynn. The relation of Holmes’s letter to the whole of Ill Newes echoes the placement of “Mr. Burton’s heavenly and conformable speech” in Briefe Relation. Like Prynne, Clarke is as much disputant as victim, as in his lengthy agitation for a debate.23 Burton furnishes Prynne with a sympathetic portrait of heroic suffering, which is what Holmes also offers Clarke. Clarke did not attempt to establish a typology explicitly linking each member of his party to one of the martyrs, but simply to suggest that the displacement of the suffering onto someone other than the narrator affords fresh opportunity to the narrator of persecution.

Burton’s “Heavenly and Comfortable Speech” appears nearly unaltered from the 1638 to the 1641 version of Briefe Relation, and it stands out from the masses of documents and arguments Prynne compiles in this work as a memorable example of eloquent forbearance in the face of suffering. In New Discovery, at the sight of the pillory where he will lose his ears, Burton announces, “I see Mount Cavalry” and “Surely, if I be a Rogue, I am Christs Rogue, and no mans.”24 Upon the passage of his sentence, Holmes’s response echoes the martyrological tradition explicitly: He tells the court, “I blesse God I am counted worthy to suffer for the name of Jesus.”25

Many of the details common to the accounts of both Holmes’s and Burton’s punishment strain the credulity of all but the most sympathetic reader. However, the derivative quality of the narrative Holmes offers only underscores the self-conscious nature of this performance. At the pillory, Burton’s friends offer him first aqua vitae (grain spirits), and then wine. He “needed it not; for I have, said he, (laying his hand upon his brest) the true water of life, which like a well doth spring up to Eternall life.”26 He frames his refusal of the proffered wine in similar terms. As he awaits the execution of his sentence, Holmes recounts that “many Friends came to visit me, desiring me to take the refreshment of Wine . . . but my resolution was not to drink Wine, nor strong drink that day until my punishment were over.” The reason Holmes gives reveals as much about his self-conscious management of this spectacle as it does about his courage: “in case I had more strength, courage, and boldness, than ordinarily could be expected, the World should either say he is drunk with new Wine, or else that the comfort of the Creature has carried him through.”27 Holmes follows Burton’s example of refusing drink, but Holmes refuses in order to shape the perceptions of his punishment, so that his heroic suffering will be a testimony to the strength of Jesus, not to the strength of the wine.

Holmes recounts the spiritual drama of the eve of the execution in more detail than Burton offers, but both accounts convey a sense of a near-supernatural visitation affording the endurance to confront the morning’s events with courage.28 Once on the stage of execution, Holmes offers an account that may indeed exceed Burton’s in drama.29 In place of the Imitatio Christi Burton deliberately develops in his interaction with his wife and retainers, Holmes has more contentious parleys with his executioners about the meaning of the day’s event. Several times, Holmes asks to address the onlookers about his faith; when he is denied, he still manages to tell them, “that which I am to suffer for, is for the Word of God, and testimony of Jesus Christ.” Increase Nowell, the magistrate charged with coordinating the execution of the sentence, retorts that the sentence is in fact for his “error, and going about to seduce the people.”30

The awareness of an audience and the struggle for interpretation of these scenes manifest exceeds even the examples of Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne. In this respect, it is worth remembering that the entire punishment Holmes describes is one that he chooses for himself by refusing to have his fine paid. The structure of the torture Holmes suffers differs from those that his models suffer, and thus his narrative is framed differently as well. Rather than a time in the pillory and an ear cropping, Holmes is to suffer thirty strokes of a three-corded whip. The pillory makes a better pulpit than the whipping post does: Despite the intended discomfort, a prisoner can speak, and he likely has an audience for the length of his sentence.31 Having one’s ears cut off must be excruciating, but the pain is inflicted at once rather than over a period of several minutes. Holmes faces the distinct challenge of enduring great pain in front of an audience before his sentence is discharged. Nevertheless, according to the narrative Holmes forwards to England, he manages to beseech the Lord to forgive his persecutors, even as the blows fall upon him.32

Holmes prepares his spectators for the worst before his punishment, reminding them, “though my flesh should fail, and my spirit should fail, yet God would not fail.”33 Ultimately, God imbues flesh and spirit alike with the courage to resist: Released from the whipping post, Holmes chastises the magistrates for the severity of the punishment, even as he insists the strength of the Lord has made it ineffectual: “I told the magistrates, you have struck me as with Roses . . . though the Lord has made it easie to me, I pray God it may not be laid to your charge.”34 One imagines that Holmes was referring to the sweet blossoms of roses and not their thorny stems when he addressed the magistrates, and the imagery resonates with Burton’s speech from the pillory: He had a nosegay with him, and a bee lit on its flowers, causing Burton to exclaim “Doe yee not see this poore Bee? She hath found out this very place to suck sweetness from flowers; And cannot I suck sweetnesse in this very place from Christ?”35 Neither image, perhaps, is entirely credible, but both depend on the inversion of the bitterness of pain into the sweetness of Christ’s love. In this context, it is no surprise that on the actual event of the ear cutting, “this Champion of Christ never once mooved or stirred for it.”36

Describing the conventions of these narratives of suffering, Knott observes, “they embrace their suffering, exhort the onlookers, and demonstrate the strength of their faith by calmly enduring the punishment inflicted.”37 Holmes’s letter includes all of these features, and also abides by a convention that Knott does not mention, that witnesses of the punishment will suddenly embrace the ideas that are being suppressed: Clarke appends documents describing the punishment of two men, John Spur and John Hazel, who comforted Holmes after his ordeal.38 This sense of the contagion of dissent being spread by efforts to root it out is central to all of these narratives of punishment, for it is precisely the spectacle of public punishment in these narratives that turns public sentiment in favor of the criminal. In Burton’s case, “the blood ran streaming down the scaffold, which divers persons standing about the Pillory seeing, dipped their handkerchers in, as a thing most precious.”39

Beyond these immediate witnesses, the Briefe Relation also describes the warm reception the exiles received along the way to prison, especially William Prynne, whose picture was sold to his supporters at Chester, enraging the bishop.40 Ultimately, of course, the sentiment in support of the three was so strong that one of the first acts of the Long Parliament was to free these three men and impeach Laud. In less dramatic if more direct terms, Clarke demonstrates that when Massachusetts whips a Baptist, two new Baptists appear. If the Bay Colony continues to punish dissent, it will be overrun with dissidents.

In their narratives, Bastwick, Burton, and Prynne turn “punishment into symbolic triumph in a scene that could have been scripted by Foxe.”41 For Clarke, the ultimate outcome lies outside the compass of his printed narrative, because the fate of his colony still hangs in the balance; more specifically, the fate of Aquidneck lies in the hands of the Council of State, to whom it falls to write the appropriate ending to Clarke’s story.

IV: Undoing the Coup

Of course, all of the ability Clarke shows in using influential models to shape his discourse in England would be useless if he had no way to disseminate his message to sympathetic auditors with the power to intervene on behalf of Aquidneck. It is not possible to retrace the precise route of Clarke’s access to the people with the power to provide the remedy he sought, but it is possible to situate Clarke in a web of powerful and influential Londoners that would enable him to reach the attentive and sympathetic audience he required for his suit to be successful.

One signal distinction between Clarke’s suit and the earlier campaigns of Williams and Gorton was Clarke’s Baptist faith. In place of Gorton’s ill-defined mysticism and strong personal charisma and Williams’s retreat into an eremitic spiritual life as a Seeker, Clarke espoused a recognizable, if not universally cherished, faith, known as Anabaptism to its opponents. Clarke devotes the final third of Ill Newes to a confession of the Baptist faith on behalf of himself, Holmes, and Crandall. testifying that first, “Jesus . . . is made both Lord and Christ;” second, “Baptism or dipping in water is one of the commands of this Lord Jesus Christ;” third, “every such servant of Jesus Christ . . . ought in point of duty to improve that talent which his Lord hath given him;” and fourth, “no servant of Christ Jesus hath any liberty, much less authority . . . to smite his fellow servant.”42

This confession that Clarke offers London readers conforms in its general contours with the Confessions of 1644 and 1646 and with recorded practice of Baptist congregations in London at the time of his visit. The details of his practice in New England before this visit cannot be reconstructed very accurately, but it seems likely that the confession he published might have been influenced by his encounters with Baptists in England. The more immediate question is of what role Clarke’s Baptist faith played in his campaign on behalf of Aquidneck. Certainly, the England of Cromwell was a more hospitable place for Baptists than the England of Charles I and Laud, but understanding what use these connections were to Clarke in his political mission requires some extrapolation. Most important, several lines of affinity emerge from his career in New England. In Newport, Clarke had, of course, known Obadiah Holmes as well as Mark Lucar. Lucar had been a member of John Spilsbury’s church, and Holmes addresses his letter to William Kiffin and Spilsbury, who were among the leading London Baptists.43

Before forming his own congregation, William Kiffin was a member of Henry Jessey’s church from 1638 until 1644.44 Jessey led the most direct descendant of Henry Jacobs’s independent church, which was a nursery of separate churches.45 Jessey enjoyed what Murray Tolmie calls “a wide range of contacts among influential and radical puritans,” including an earlier association with the Winthrop family.46

In the context of Clarke’s suit, Jessey’s most important association was with Hanserd Knollys. Knollys led a Baptist church in London starting in 1645, and he subscribed to the 1646 Confession, but not that of 1644. In June 1645, he baptized Jessey. Unlike most English Baptists, Knollys had direct experience of Massachusetts’s intransigence. Fleeing Laudian persecution in 1636, he came to Boston, only to discover that “the Magistrates were told that I was an Antinomian, and desired that they would not suffer me to abide in their Patent.”47 Knollys passed a troubled four years as minister at “Piscattuah” (Portsmouth) in New Hampshire, before returning to England in 1641 as this part of New Hampshire came under the control of Massachusetts.48 Just as Vane was in a political context, one imagines that Knollys was ready to testify as a harassed minister of the Gospel to the ambitions for territorial expansion and ideological hegemony cherished by the Bay Colony.

The other facet of Knollys’s importance in Clarke’s access to powerful auditors comes in his long association with John Wheelwright. Wheelwright was second only to Anne Hutchinson in the Antinomian movement: He had also suffered for the Bay Colony’s efforts to silence dissent on its northern frontier, being forced out of Exeter, the town he founded, when that part of New Hampshire came into the orbit of the Bay Colony. He also was the preacher who by Knollys’s own account, “opened to me the nature of the covenant of Free Grace,” after his prayer was answered with the call “Go to Mr. Wheelwright.”49 Like Knollys, Wheelwright chose not to live as a dissenting preacher forced to stay one step ahead of the Bay Colony’s encroachment, and returned to England. As an old friend and classmate of Cromwell’s, Wheelwright enjoyed the favor of his government until the Restoration, when he returned to New England.50

There is also more direct evidence of Clarke’s stature as a religious figure in Cromwell’s London. On 3 August 1655, the Council of State directed that

John Clarke, physician of Rhode Island in America, having composed and very closely compacted a new concordance to the Holy Scriptures of Truth, which, in regard to its plainness and fullness . . . may prove singularly conducive to the help of those who desire to try all things in these trying times by that touchstone of truth, Henry Hill[s] is licensed to print and publish the same.51

Unfortunately, the concordance does not survive, if it was published; more likely, other more urgent projects intervened for Henry Hills, who was one of the official printers to the Council of State and also the printer of Ill Newes.52 Clarke’s movements in England are hard to trace, and become more obscure in the second half of the 1650s, but at this juncture, Clarke enjoys enough prestige to be authorized to publish an important and quasi-official religious text. In the latter half of the 1650s, there is some evidence to suggest that this John Clarke was the one whose name appears on several Fifth Monarchist manifestoes, but this involvement, if it is by the same man, comes after he has performed his most important services on behalf of Aquidneck.53

Outside this religious context, the most important figure connecting Clarke to structures of power in London is Roger Williams. The two came together to England on the same errand, and it would only make sense for Williams to introduce Clarke to his own powerful associates. Foremost among these figures was Henry Vane the younger, who had been a governor of the Bay Colony during the Antinomian tumult and had left because of his dismay at the steps the colony took to suppress the Antinomians and because of his own political defeat. Vane was Williams’s host for some of his stay in London, and, one imagines, predisposed to be sympathetic to those of Aquidneck who had been displaced by this crisis as he had been.54

Williams, of course, was also associated with John Milton on this visit, sharing his knowledge of Dutch in exchange for help with classical languages.55 Milton, in his turn, was also in sympathy with Vane; he wrote a sonnet to him in July 1652. At this time, Milton was employed by Cromwell’s government as Secretary for Foreign Tongues, and he enjoyed access to and influence with Cromwell.

These religious and civil networks are neither mutually exclusive nor by any means exhaustive, but are traced here to show how Clarke’s message could find both sympathetic and influential auditors in England. The success of Clarke’s campaign appears in two forms: support of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, as well as rebukes of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

The most dramatic evidence that the message of Ill Newes found sympathetic auditors in London comes in a letter Richard Saltonstall directed to John Cotton and John Wilson, the ministers of the Boston church. Responding to Clarke’s reports of the behavior of the Bay Colony, he writes them:

Reverend and Deare friends, whom I unfaynedly love and respect,

It doth not a little grieve my spirit to heare what sadd things are reported dayly of your tyranny and persecutions in New-England, that you fyne, whip, and imprison men for their consciences.56

As the salutation indicates, this rebuke did not come from a Presbyterian or sectarian with little cause for sympathy to Massachusetts, but from one of the very founders of the Bay Colony itself. Sir Richard Saltonstall (1586–1661) was involved in the settlement from its embryonic state in England, pledging £100 in 1628 to the forerunner of the Massachusetts Bay Company.57 Saltonstall sailed with Winthrop’s party on the Arabella; his name appears as one of the signers of the Humble Request, the statement that the leaders of the settlement issued from the Arabella at Yarmouth.58 He soon returned to England, but he remained a loyal supporter of the mission, defending it against the effort to recall the charter by quo warranto in 1635.59 That he directs such sharp criticism to two of the leading ministers in Massachusetts not only suggests his own dismay at this turn of events but also suggests that he was trying to suggest to the men how opinion stood on the matter in England.

The shape of Saltonstall’s criticism echoes the structure of Clarke’s narrative, He chides the magistrates specifically for fining, whipping, and imprisoning men for their consciences—these are the three punishments Clarke’s party suffered. As Saltonstall refines his criticism, the major point he makes is that “you compell such to come into your assemblyes as you know will not joyne with you in your worship, and when they shew their dislike therof or witness against it, then you stirre up your magistrates to punish them for such (as you conceyve) are publike affronts.”60 As Clarke recounts it, this is exactly what happened to his contingent at Lynn. That a veritable “builder of the Bay Colony” takes the word, and the words, of a dissident, and hurls them across the ocean at two of the pillars of the church in New England gives a profound indication that Clarke’s narrative found sympathetic readers beyond the circle of his friends and coreligionists.61

More important than the order licensing his concordance from Cromwell’s government, or Saltonstall’s rebuke of Cotton on the strength of his representations, was the outcome of the errand that had brought Clarke to England in the first place. In this errand, as in his later suit for a charter from Charles II, Clarke managed to prevail. Clarke and Williams arrived in England sometime before 30 March 1652, which is when Thomason dates Williams’s Fourth Paper, Presented by Major Butler. On 8 April of that year, the Council of State refers the “petition of the free purchasers of the inhabitants of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations to the Committee for Foreign Affairs, to examine the matter of fact.”62 Ill Newes appeared shortly thereafter, on 15 May, and before any government body took up the suit in earnest, which suggests that Clarke composed or at least revised the text in London. A letter from Roger Williams to his brother dated 1 May indicates that several influential M.P.s, as well as Edward Winslow, appeared against the Clarke–Williams petition. The presence of Winslow against the petition demonstrates the continuing interest of the United Colonies in the preservation of Coddington’s commission, but despite the support of Sir Arthur Hasselrig and George Fenwick, Cornelius Holland was able to stall proceedings until his patron Vane returned to London.63 On 29 September 1652, the Council of State referred “the business concerning Rhode Island” to the Committee for Foreign Affairs.64 On 2 October 1652, the council of State vindicated Clarke, effectively annulling the Coddington Charter: “The council have been informed that Mr. Coddington, sent from hence Governor of Rhode Island hath so behaved himself as hath produced great matters of complaint against him, now depending before us.”65 The order represents the immediate threat as coming from the Dutch, a more politic reason to provide than internecine threats, but the effect is to empower the “Magistrates and Free Inhabitants of Providence Plantation . . . until further direction . . . for settling that Colony . . . to take care for the peace and quiet thereof.” To this end, the Council of State gives the inhabitants of the colony broad powers to take Dutch ships at sea, and to defend itself against the “Dutch, or other enemies of this Commonwealth.”66 The effect of this order is to remove Coddington from power, and to continue the government under the provisions of the 1644 charter.

This vindication is more telling than it might seem. The language is typical of such instruments, in that it indicates that it is a temporary resolution until this committee can come to a better determination of the state of affairs. Such indecisive language, however, was the norm in the discourse of seventeenth-century colonial governance; a better determination was rarely possible, and the temporary solution could take the force of law for years on end. More important, while the language suggests an extension of the status quo for the time being, it is the status quo ante as established by the Long Parliament’s Committee for Foreign Plantations for Clarke and Williams’s plea, not the status quo created by Cromwell’s Council of State with its grant to Coddington eighteen months previously.

This tendency to use temporizing language to regulate colonies persists in Cromwell’s letter of 1655, which was in fact the final pronouncement of any Interregnum government on the disposition of Rhode Island. It is a more emphatic confirmation of the Williams charter than the 1652 order from the Council of State:

Your agent here hath presented unto us some particulars concerning your Government, which you judge necessary to be settled by us here. But by reason of other great and weighty affairs of this Commonwealth, we have been necessitated to defer the consideration of them to a further opportunity . . . . In the mean time, we were willing to let you know, that you are to proceed in your Government according to the tenor of your Charter formerly granted on that behalf.67

Like the Council of State before him, Cromwell favored the construction of a 1644 Parliamentary committee over an order of his own Council of State in 1651.

What is striking about the success of this phase of Clarke’s campaign for Rhode Island’s autonomy is the facility with which he turned liabilities into assets for his cause. He was a member of a persecuted sect, inhabiting a corner of New England populated by exiles from the most powerful English colony in America. And yet, with the example of Williams’s and Gorton’s victories over a stronger foe, and with his own keen ear for the discourse of suffering, Clarke was able to offer a narrative of New England that revised English understandings of the relations between Puritans and Antinomians and between Rhode Island and Massachusetts. Through his, John Crandall’s, and Obadiah Holmes’s deliberate engagement with the Bay Colony’s judicial apparatus, Clarke was able to create a narrative that consciously employed the discourse of suffering to cast a colonial crisis in terms a metropolitan reader could grasp. John Clarke’s travails as an Anabaptist made Aquidneck safe for Antinomians.





5. SUFFERING AND SUBSCRIBING



Configurations of Authorship in the Quaker Atlantic

In the late 1650s and early 1660s, Quakers suffered in New England and published in England, just as Clarke and Gorton had before them. Publishing Quaker sufferings, however, was a far more elaborate proposition. Quaker apologists in New England, Barbados, and London worked in concert to publicize persecutions of Quakers, producing a distinctive, circum-Atlantic propaganda network. This discursive formation allowed Quaker apologists throughout the Atlantic world to make significant interventions on behalf of their oppressed brethren in New England, culminating in Charles II’s 1661 order forbidding further Quaker executions by the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

Compared with earlier narratives of persecution coming out of New England, the most important feature of these Quaker narratives is the sheer quantity of them. In contrast to the individuated first-person narratives published by Gorton or John Clarke, the actual number of cases of Quaker persecution was dwarfed by ever-proliferating accounts of the same few events.

Despite their proliferation, one Quaker narrative of persecution does not duplicate the effort of another. Rather, taken as a whole, this literature is remarkably integrated. For instance, Humphrey Norton’s New-England’s Ensigne (1659) announces itself as a confirmation of an earlier text, Francis Howgill’s Popish Inquisition (1659).1 Norton’s own travails in New England appear in Howgill’s narrative; his own detailed narrative supports Howgill’s London polemic. The Atlantic Ocean was more than body of water separating Friends from each other. In fact, the very distance between Old and New England afforded Quakers on both sides of the ocean unique discursive opportunities and effective ways to declare their dissent, while Barbados offered an outpost on the western rim of the Atlantic where Quakers could compile accounts of colonial suffering.

Quaker narratives of suffering use this Atlantic context to reconfigure authorship. Quaker tracts associate authorship more with the experience of suffering than with the physical processes of writing and publishing traditionally identified as the author’s role. In many cases, texts are essentially authored by the suffering of the subject in the text—the name identified with the text is the sufferer, not the often anonymous person bringing the narrative to press. One Quaker suffers, and another “subscribes,” or records and disseminates the experience. Quaker texts disassociate physical New World presence and experience from the act of writing and publishing these texts. The ocean intervenes, and those who suffer are not those who publish.

This model blurs the line between genre and author—identifying as a Quaker trumps individual identities. This diffuse structure also challenges the more individuated model of authorship in the modern world developed in the work of Michel Foucault and Roger Chartier. Foucault points to penal responsibility and proprietary rights as the foundation of what he calls the “author function.” He asserts, “Books began to have authors . . . to the extent that authors became subject to punishment, that is to the extent that discourses could be transgressive.”2 Quaker narratives of suffering were transgressive, but neither penal responsibility nor proprietary claims (narratives of Quaker sufferings borrow extensively from one another) work to construct the familiar form of a modern, individuated author for these texts. Indeed, the fluid nature of Quaker authorial identity appears to be a product of inhabiting a space between penal responsibility and proprietary claims.3 This fluidity is both literal and figurative—while bibliographers list New-England’s Ensigne under Humphrey Norton’s name, the work asserts that it is “Written at Sea, by us whom the wicked in scorn calls Quakers.”4 Ultimately, the quantity, cohesion, and diffusion of authorship create a medium for narrating sufferings that integrates colonies and metropolis into a network for reporting and publicizing the sufferings of Friends: the Quaker Atlantic. This discursive formation has ramifications outside the denominational history of the Quakers. Frederick Tolles and Kate Peters have both demonstrated how important print culture was to the development of the Society of Friends, but neither considers the role the Atlantic plays in much detail.5 Peters gives a clear sense of the nature of Quaker print culture, but her chronological focus predates Quaker activity in New England. However, the Quaker movement she delineates, one that deploys print in a coordinated and sophisticated engagement with political affairs from its inception, suggests the foundation for the Quaker print campaign that took place on an Atlantic, rather than national, scale in the ensuing years.6

Quaker narratives of persecution belong both to Quaker print culture and Atlantic print culture, but neither of these in itself suffices to explain the distinct phenomenon of the Quaker narratives of New England sufferings that appeared in London from 1659 to 1661. The Atlantic allowed the dissemination and consumption of literature, but it also fostered new forms of literature. In crossing and recrossing the Atlantic, Quakers and their texts forged new relationships between experience and authorship, and authorship and publication.

I: The Quaker Invasion

The story of Quaker sufferings in Massachusetts is simple enough. The Quaker presence in New England began in 1656 with the arrival of Mary Fisher and Anne Austin from Barbados. It was not long before they were prosecuted for their faith, setting in motion a chain of events that would be repeated again and again over the next decade: Quakers come to Massachusetts, Massachusetts persecutes Quakers, Quakers narrate persecution and circulate these stories throughout the Atlantic world. Moreover, Quakers initiated this cycle in Plymouth, New Haven, and Connecticut as well. The same Quaker could suffer the same persecution in more than one jurisdiction and thus multiply the experiences of suffering that Quaker apologists could produce. Some of the more vigorous witnesses for the faith had what amounted to an itinerant prison ministry, with the variation that getting thrown in prison was central to the ministry. As Carla Pestana observes, “Quakers . . . were bent on confronting authority . . . . They refused to recognize the hegemony of the New England Way, recognition the authorities took for granted. In the Quaker invasion of Massachusetts, an immovable orthodoxy met the irresistible force of religious enthusiasm, with fatal results.”7 Specifically, the Bay Colony hanged four of its fellow English subjects on Boston Common: William Robinson and Marmaduke Stephenson in October 1659, Mary Dyer in June 1660, and William Leddra in March 1660/1.8

The thought of inflicting capital punishment on members of a sect now synonymous with pacifism is appalling, but in the context of the era, it is not remarkable that Massachusetts killed so many Quakers, but that they killed so few. By disseminating accounts of these proceedings, Quakers persuaded a newly restored Charles II to issue a writ of mandamus on 9 September 1661, which prohibited further executions by the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

Quaker narratives of persecution for this period define their experience in New England to such a degree that it is impossible to divorce the early history of the Quakers in New England from the sufferings they endured. While the persecution of other dissidents was limited in both intensity and duration, the early history of Quakers in New England was one of consistent and intense persecution, and persisted after the writ of mandamus forbade capital punishment under such Bay Colony innovations as the Cart and Whip Act.

It is important to recognize that the victims of these persecutions were not a few unfortunates who happened to run afoul of Bay Colony authorities. In the cases of Marmaduke Stephenson, William Robinson, William Leddra, and Mary Dyer, who lost their lives, not to mention Christopher Holder, John Copeland, and John Rous, who lost ears, as well as many others, there is a deliberate, willful, and repeated engagement by Quakers with the Bay Colony’s legal apparatus.

The Quaker literature of persecution in New England falls into two distinct phases. In 1659 and 1660, Quakers detailed their corporal suffering, especially the ear-cutting of Copeland, Holder, and Rous. The executions of Quakers in Massachusetts from 1659 to 1661 inaugurated a surge in martyrologies in the early 1660s. Massachusetts continued to persecute Quakers after the writ of mandamus, but the narratives of the late 1660s and beyond, published after the writ of mandamus, such as Samuel Groome’s A Glass for the People of New England (1676), are largely retrospectives of the intense sufferings occurring just before and just after the Restoration. The genre of the retrospective omnibus of Quaker persecution reached its zenith with Joseph Besse’s Collection of the Sufferings of the People Called Quakers (1753). John Knott notes, “Besse’s two folio volumes constitute what amounts to a Quaker version of Foxe’s Acts and Monuments.”9

However, in 1659 and early 1660, Quakers began in earnest to produce accounts of their sufferings in New England without the distance from these events that Besse enjoyed. Francis Howgill’s Popish Inquisition (1659), Humphrey Norton’s New-England’s Ensigne (1659), John Rous’s New-England a Degenerate Plant (1659), George Fox and John Rous’s The Secret Works of A Cruel People Made Manifest (1659), and Joseph Nicholson’s The Standard of the Lord Lifted up in New-England (1660) are premartyrdom narratives of persecution that constitute an important stage in the evolution of this form of dissent. Quakers are able to develop a credible literature of persecution, even before any of their brethren die in New England.

II: Lend Me Your Ear, and I’ll Sing You a Song

A literature of persecution that does not require martyrdom of its protagonists has obvious appeal to its protagonists, but makes distinct demands on its narrators, because it allows narratives from sufferers themselves, rather than posthumous accounts from martyrologists. For an English reader in the middle of the seventeenth century, narratives of martyrdom would have been a familiar genre because of the enormous influence of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs10 John Knott links the Quaker interest in compiling sufferings to Foxe’s influence. To adapt the conventions of Foxe’s narratives of martyrdom to corporal, rather than capital, sufferings creates distinct challenges and opportunities for the author. The act of suffering does not silence the witness, but neither does it offer the kind of familiar script provided by the reiteration of martyr stories in Foxe.

There is another critical difference between Foxe’s project and the Quaker effort to chronicle their sufferings in New England. Unlike Foxe or Besse, Quaker polemicists were working with immediate and contingent events. What emerges out of this intersection of generic tradition and historical circumstance is a series of narratives that present much more diffuse relationships between experience and authorship, or suffering and subscribing. The texts exist in London bookstalls, but not in the familiar form established by Foxe, where a distinct authorial figure gives identity to the experiences of martyrs.11

The relationship between suffering and authorship is vexed. Elaine Scarry, in her widely influential The Body in Pain, posits a distinct relationship between torture and language. She describes the process of torture as a process of “unmaking”: Pain literally makes the objects in the prisoner’s world disappear, replacing them with only pain. Thus, if a prisoner provides information under the interrogation that is usually (though not as consistently as Scarry suggests) part of torture, this is not an act of “betrayal,” because the world the prisoner’s words identify has ceased to exist for him or her. Thus, for Scarry, a principal outcome of torture is its ability to destroy language.12

Scarry’s examples come primarily from various despotic regimes of the Cold War era, especially in Greece and South America, but she frames her argument in terms of universals determined by basic human physiology. Janel Mueller, while recognizing the impact of Scarry’s work, elaborates a case that demonstrates a rather different paradigm for the relation between bodies, torture, and making. In examples from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, she demonstrates that torture, in this case the burning of Protestant martyrs by Marian inquisitors, in fact furnished dramatic examples of self-making in the flames. Mueller quotes Foxe’s account of the death of John Hooper:

“And these [‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit’] were the last words he was heard to utter. But when he was black in the mouth, and his tongue swollen, that he could not speak . . . and he knocked his breast with his hands, until one of his arms fell off, and then knocked still with the other . . . and his hand did cleave fast to the iron upon his breast.”

Of this scene, Mueller notes, “The capacity of Hooper’s body to produce a significant gesture in its hour of destruction yields an affirmative demonstration of torture’s failure to unmake a self.”13

In the context of early modern England, Mueller’s objection to the sweep of Scarry’s argument seems well founded. However, it is worth remembering that the narrative we have of this event comes from Foxe. Thus, it might be more precise to say that as Foxe narrates it, the capacity of Hooper’s body to produce a significant gesture in its hour of destruction yields an affirmative demonstration of torture’s failure to prevent a martyr from contributing to a Protestant hagiography.

Hooper’s gesture and Foxe’s litany of other scenes of stoicism in the flames are hard not to read as having as much to do with mythology as with history. However, Foxe is not a journalist, and he does not generally have to contend with competing unsympathetic eyewitness accounts. In a later American context, our temporal separation from the moment of Nathan Hale’s execution renders his appropriation of “I regret that I have but one life to lose for my country” from Addison’s Cato as he faces the scaffold simultaneously indisputable and mythological. One imagines that a Tory newspaper reporting the event at the time would follow a different script.

What the accession of Elizabeth does for Foxe, the ocean does for Quakers. Spatial, rather than historical, distance affords the same opportunity for mythmaking, and even in the corporal phase of their sufferings, Quakers make ready use of Foxe’s scaffold mythologies. Beyond their distance from London, other factors make these Quaker persecutions distinct. We would certainly recognize ear-cutting as barbaric, as cruel and unusual, but it is not torture integrated with interrogation in the sense Scarry describes.14 Considered as a discursive gesture, interrogative torture asks its victims questions: “Who are your accomplices?” “Where is the bomb?” These questions may be a pretext, but they give the event of torture its structure. At the same time, systematic degradation and pain, like that perpetrated at Abu Ghraib prison after the invasion of Iraq, seems more intended to gratify the perverse whims of the perpetrators than to serve any interest of the state. Cases like Copeland, Holder, and Rous seem to fall in between. This is punishment-as-spectacle, a declaration from judicial power of judicial power. The actual event is brief, but its result is permanent, and the disfiguration of the victim reveals his or her transgression, as well as the power of the state.15

London Quaker pamphleteer Francis Howgill was the first to challenge this power. He was an early and energetic Quaker adherent, to the degree that he attempted to convert Oliver Cromwell in 1653.16 He was active throughout the later 1650s as a Quaker apologist, and this experience defending his faith in print made him an ideal candidate to relate the woes of the New England Quakers, even though he never visited North America at all.

That Howgill would be the first Quaker to condemn the practices of the Bay Colony indicates a degree of cooperation among the Quakers involved. Not only would it have been necessary for Quakers returning from New England to provide Howgill with the details of their sufferings, but they would also have to restrain themselves from offering competing accounts of their own experience to sympathetic Quaker printers and booksellers. Even in this first Quaker narrative of suffering, the question of authorship is problematic.

The text of Popish Inquisition indicates that Howgill’s fellows were wise in their decision to leave the field to him. Howgill made a specialty of responding to anti-Quaker pamphlets in the 1650s, and this text is one that demonstrates his considerable facility in crafting polemic. Not surprisingly, Howgill turns to the familiar images of Revelation to characterize his adversary as “the beast who rose out of the sea, to kill with the sword all that worshipped him not.”17 Thus, Howgill introduces his work with “In the ensuing discourse, thou wilt see great Professors, [of] the Churches of New-England . . . making war for their Mother, Mystery Babylon.”18

In this preface, Howgill also explicitly delineates his role as the compiler of this narrative: “The Narrative of the Sufferings is some of them from men of their own Nation, the rest is the Sufferers own Narration . . . the substance of which I extracted for the Readers sake.”19 The focus of Popish Inquisition is on the sufferings of Christopher Holder, John Rous, and John Copeland. Along with others, Holder and Copeland were arrested at Boston in November 1657, where they and John Rous eventually lose an ear apiece.

Holder, Rous, and Copeland made quite a business of vexing the Bay Colony, for it was only after repeated offenses that they each faced the penalty of losing an ear for their incursions. Even from this threatened position, they challenge the dignity and legitimacy of their captors, asking, “We have seen some of your laws that have many Scriptures in the Margent, but what example have you in Scripture for cutting off ears?”20 In relating the communication from the Boston prisoners, Howgill takes pains to describe the ear-cutting as a gross departure from the norms of English justice: “We seeing their unjust proceedings against us, and that they were both our Accusers and Judges, we were stirred in Spirit to appeal to the chief Magistrate of the Commonwealth of England . . . but they made a light thing of it, and hastened the Keeper to put us away.” Upon the scene of the actual execution of this sentence, the Boston prisoners seek the traditional staging of their suffering, and are denied: “Christoph. Holder said, Such Execution as this should be done publikely, and not in private. One called Cap. Oliver, replyed, We do it in private, to keep you from twatling.”21

On several levels, this representation of the Bay Colony’s procedure works to elicit the sympathies of Quaker and non-Quaker alike. Despite whatever an English reader might think about the faith and practice of the Quakers, this description of the Bay Colony’s practice shows an illegitimate entity usurping the power and authority of English law to abuse an English subject. As Howgill presents this scene, it is not necessary to sympathize with Quakers to recognize the enormities of the Bay Colony’s injustice. The exchange between Holder and Captain Oliver about the venue of their ear-cutting extends this notion of Massachusetts perversions of English justice. Staging executions and punishment in public was an English custom with deep roots in the culture: On the one hand, it served to open these actions to public scrutiny; on the other, the execution or punishment was a site in the culture that afforded the public with a spectacle and the condemned with a forum. Here, Holder’s appeal for a public enactment of his punishment seems to be founded as much on a sense of custom as of legal precedent. It is not hard to imagine gathering to witness public punishment among the communal and social activities like “church ales, whitsun processions, football, and maypole reveling” that Philip Round identifies as a source of friction between Puritanism and early modern English popular culture.22

The Bay Colony’s decision to conceal this act of mutilation is curious. Of capital punishments, Foucault observes, “The public execution did not re-establish justice; it reactivated power. In the seventeenth century, and even in the early eighteenth century, it was not, therefore, with all its theatre of terror, a lingering hang-over from an earlier age.” Colonial corporal mutilation is different from metropolitan capital execution, but both would seem to fit with what Foucault calls “the liturgy of torture and execution—above all, the importance of a ritual that was to deploy its pomp in public. Nothing was to be hidden of this triumph of the law.”23 The magistrates’ reluctance to carry out this punishment in public may be due to their awareness of another aspect of punishment-as-spectacle. The more elaborate the spectacle, the greater is the chance that the meaning of the performance can be inverted and redound to the credit of the prisoner and the shame of the executioners. Foucault famously describes such a scene at the opening of Discipline and Punish with the execution of Damiens: “The executioner . . . took the steel pincers which had been specially made for the occasion, and which were about a foot and a half long, and pulled first at the calf of the right leg . . . the executioner found it so difficult to tear away pieces of flesh that he set about the same spot two or three times . . . and what he took away formed at each part a wound about the size of a six-pound crown piece.” Justice fares little better when it attempts to quarter Damiens: “The horses tugged hard, each pulling straight on a limb . . . . After a quarter of an hour, the same ceremony was repeated, and after several attempts, the direction of the horses had to be changed . . . without success.” Ultimately, the executioner has to facilitate the process by cutting through Damiens’ joints with a pocket knife; this brutal enactment of state power disintegrates into an embarrassing fiasco. As Foucault observes, “in punishment-as-spectacle a confused horror spread from the scaffold . . . it was always ready to invert the shame inflicted on the victim into pity or glory, [and] it often turned the legal violence of the executioner into shame.”24

The Bay Colony, perhaps fearing this sort of scene, chooses to cut ears away from the public square. In the narrative, however, the actual public or private venue is irrelevant, for the story will inhabit the public venue of print. Thus, the victims disdain to describe the moment of the fulfillment of this punishment, or the pain it entails, but rather reiterate the shameful bearing of their oppressors: “So when they had done, they slank away as a Dog when he had suck’d the blood of a Lamb, and is discovered.”25 Despite the secret, inquisitorial nature of these proceedings, they produce the same kind of contagion of dissent that Baptist Obadiah Holmes’s public whipping in Boston had produced early in the decade, where public punishment attracted witnesses to the cause of the prisoner: “The Friend that came to bear witness against their cruelty (whose Name is Katherin Scott) is committed to the House of Correction.”26

The author of much of the remainder of Popish Inquisition is the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Howgill reprints a law against Quakers, and letters from Bay Colony magistrates John Endicott and Richard Bellingham. A distinctive aspect of Howgill’s attacks on the Bay Colony is his ability to identify them with a specific and palpable evil, as in his connection of the ministers and magistrates to the whore and beast of Revelation, “deceived with the Wine of the Fornication of the Whore.”27 In introducing the material he reproduces from Bay Colony laws, he identifies them specifically as the work of the Devil: “And now the Devil being let loose for a little season, he rages, and goes into utter darkness . . . that so none but he, may have any rule in the Town of Boston . . . . The last piece of Work which the rules have done for their master is as followeth.”28

In tarring his opponents with this infernal brush, Howgill does more than insult their faith and honor. In essence, the image of these laws as an execution of the Devil’s will is Howgill’s way of trumping the language of the law itself. The law specifies that Quakers are a “pernicious sect” maintaining “dangerous and horrid Tenents,” and continues in this vein.29 Howgill’s reproduction of the law never continues for long before he interrupts with a rejoinder much longer than the portion of the law he has just presented. Like narratives of trials produced by the accused, this technique creates a voice capable of interrupting the Bay Colony’s monologue of justice in print even when it cannot speak in court. As Peters observes of an earlier generation of debate, “Quaker authors regarded printed exchanges between themselves and their critics as primarily instrumental for spreading the truth and increasing the following of the Quaker movement: they did not debate with puritan adversaries as a matter of principle, or for the sake of it.”30

Popish Inquisition asserts the burgeoning power and authority of Quaker discourse. The discursive network Bellingham and Endicott seek to establish to record the sins of the Quakers is taken over by Howgill and used to defend this same faith. For Howgill, the offshore persecutions of Quakers are useful to his larger cause, in that he can dare to speak more freely against Quaker persecution abroad than against domestic persecutions. This entire document is a testament to the powerful coordination of Quakers on both sides of the Atlantic. Howgill arranges and marshals material from a variety of sources into a coherent expression of the injustices Quakers face in New England, a discourse that, at the same time, offers an implicit criticism of the treatment of Quakers in England.

Evidence of this coordination is visible by comparison of Popish Inquisition with the other major narrative of Quaker suffering from the preexecution period, Humphrey Norton’s New-England’s Ensigne. On its title page is an endorsement that “This being a confirmation of so much as Francis Howgill has truly published in his Book titled, The Popish Inquisition.”31 The experienced pamphleteer Howgill rushed an account into print, followed by the more extensive eyewitness account from Norton. In addition, the reference from the one text to the other tends to knit them into a mutually reinforcing network of truth, more credible than isolated tracts on similar topics.

In many respects, New-England’s Ensigne is a confirmation of Howgill’s text, just as Norton claims, and thus it recapitulates much of Howgill’s content. In some respects, though, Norton offers variations on Howgill’s text and has more documentary material at hand. In particular, Norton offers detailed accounts of New England laws against Quakers, and documents from specific legal proceedings against Quakers. Frequently, but not always, these laws are set in Gothic type, giving them a menacing aspect next to the Roman type of the narrative.32 George Bishop’s New England Judged by the Spirit of the Lord used a similar typographic technique.

Norton does not have Howgill’s polemical gifts, but his narrative does have the attestation of personal witness, and, indeed, Norton offers an extensive section in his preface asserting the truth of the words that follow. This testimony is presented in the context of a brief account of his path to his faith, offering some of the expression of spirituality absent from Howgill: “I was in darkness . . . then out of the belly of hell cryed I, so grievous was my complaint . . . then called I to question all that I had either read or heard . . . which set me to inquire after this new light.”33 This testimony of the Truth underwrites the truth of the narrative to follow: “and least thou or any one should question the truth hereof, we the Sufferers are the Subscribers, who are all of us by name and nature free-born English people.”34 As with many other similar tracts, Norton’s name does not appear on the title page, but only appears appended to the portions he wrote, while what he compiled from others is subscribed by them, in that their names appear below text identified with them. Earlier narratives of persecution by the Bay Colony were narratives of individual victims like Samuel Gorton or John Clarke, and their narratives had single authors. Here it is a group that is persecuted, and it is a group that prepares the narrative.
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FIGURE 7: From Humphrey Norton,
New Englands Ensigne (London: 1659).

Courtesy of Houghton Library, Harvard College Library *AC6.N8243.659n.
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FIGURE 8: From George Bishop,
New England Judged by the Spirit of the Lord (London: 1661).

Courtesy of Houghton Library, Harvard College Library *EC65.B5416.661n.

Suffering and subscribing as a model for authorship shifts emphasis from acts of composition to facts of experience.35 This formulation of authorship may explain why some Quakers in New England made a business of suffering: If the experience of suffering is required for the act of witness, it can serve faithful Quakers as a mandate to subject themselves to persecution. In Norton’s case, he seems to pursue his “pursevants” more than they pursue him, running afoul of authorities in the three out of the four United Colonies during his brief sojourn in New England, and he seems to have done his best to add Connecticut to Plymouth, Massachusetts, and New Haven.

A minor, yet significant, rhetorical turn is Norton’s use of the word “persevant” to describe a Plymouth magistrate, making an explicit connection to the bad old days of Laud that the citizens of Plymouth and Boston had themselves fled. With these references to the Laudian persecution, or elsewhere to the Marian terrors, the aim of Quaker pamphleteers is not to differentiate, but rather to connect themselves to the main stream of Protestant history. As Knott points out, with the systematic publication of sufferings, Quakers “reinforced their sense of themselves as belonging to the line of martyrs for God’s truth.”36 Burrough compares the treatment of Mary Dyer on the scaffold to Bonner’s predations, while George Bishop comments that Boston’s abuses are worse than Bonner’s were.37 These Friends claim not just a tradition of martyrdom, but an explicitly Protestant tradition of martyrdom. It is the province of heresiographers to denounce the appearance of new sects as cataclysmic eruptions on the religious landscape, and the nature of sectarians to resist these formulations. Underhill described the rise of the Quakers as “Hell broke loose.” In a similar vein, Mather characterized Gorton as “a prodigious minter of exhorbiant [sic] novelties.”38 In their apologies, however, the Quakers do not represent their faith as a novelty, appearing ex nihilo, but rather as the refined stream of a river otherwise grown brackish and turbid. As dismayed as they are with the faith of their contemporaries, here and elsewhere, the Quakers are not shy to claim their portion of an English Protestant legacy.

If anything, it is the Bay Colony that is increasingly portrayed as an apostate body. As Norton comments, introducing yet another litany of Massachusetts abuses, “And this they do because they neither know the Father nor us, they hate us without a cause.”39 In some places, Norton’s closer proximity to the scene of the persecutions, and access to other manuscripts, allow him to improve on Howgill, as in an extended recreation of Holder, Copeland, and Rous’s parley with the magistrates shortly before they each lost an ear. As Richard Bauman points out, such scenes are “social drama . . . it is apt to consider the trials [of Quakers] on the basis of a set of features they display in common with theatrical drama.”40 Indeed, the Quakers were not the first dissidents to recognize the theatrical potential of the court. Describing the literary figuration of the English reading public as a jury in John Lilburne’s pamphlets, Sharon Achinstein notes “the proceedings ‘pleased the public as well . . . as if they had acted before them one of Ben Jonson’s plays,’” observing that “the courtroom provided a kind of entertainment sorely lacking after the closing of the theatres in 1641.”41 As in John Clarke’s Ill Newes, these scenes give defendants the twofold advantage of being heard at all, and of having the opportunity to consider and polish their rejoinders for the press.

An extreme example of this conceit of judicial system as theater comes upon the execution of the sentence of Holder, Rous, and Copeland each to lose an ear. At the moment they suffer this punishment, they say together, “They that do it ignorantly we do desire from our hearts the Lord to forgive them, but them that do it maliciously, let our blood be upon their heads.”42 This is a pretty fancy speech to deliver just after losing an ear, but in its portrayal of superhuman forbearance upon the execution of a violent punishment, it is in keeping with Foxe’s classic accounts of martyrdom, as when Cranmer steadfastly thrusts his hand into the flames, with his hand being consumed by the flames before they touch his body.

The account of the ear-cutting comes in a narrative that Norton says “came to my hands in Barbados,” which points to the importance of Quaker mobility for producing these texts. Beyond Norton’s extensive travel through New England, he also visits distant Friends in the Caribbean before returning to England. His experience seems to be the rule, rather than the exception, at least for prominent Quakers. Anne Austin and Mary Fisher come to New England by way of Barbados, and even George Fox, a founder of the faith, made a visit to New England.

The Quaker Atlantic was not simply defined by a metropolis and a colonial outpost separated by an ocean. Between the scaffolds in Boston and presses in London, Barbados and Rhode Island played critical roles in shaping the practice and discourse of Quaker suffering. Barbados was a frequent port of call for ships traveling between North America and England and, fortuitously, an early and robust Quaker outpost.43 Experiences, manuscripts, and printed books could be exchanged among friends bound for other corners of the Atlantic world. To cite one specific example, the account of William Leddra’s death that appears in New England Judged appears in the form of a letter to the master of a ship in port at Barbados.44 If Barbados was a key Quaker entrepot, Rhode Island functioned to permit both terrestrial and marine mobility. After the Port Act prohibited Quakers from landing in Boston, landing in Rhode Island and proceeding overland allowed immediate access to three of the four New England Puritan colonies. In A Declaration of the General Court . . . Concerning the Execution of two Quakers, the Bay Colony describes this process: “accordingly a Law was made and published, prohibiting all Masters of Ships, to bring any Quaker into this Jurisdiction . . . Notwithstanding which, by a back Door, they found entrance.”45 In a domestic context, too, Rhode Island’s tolerance was an important resource. Bordering Plymouth, Connecticut, and Massachusetts, the tiny colony offered a space where Quakers could rest and plan new excursions into hostile territory without fear of persecution. Being able to retreat to Rhode Island allowed Quakers to dictate the time and place of their encounters with the juridical systems of Rhode Island’s less tolerant neighbors.

Against this mobility, the Quakers’ opponents were rarely in a position to make informed rebuttals to their representations of their abuses. From time to time, Massachusetts dispatched agents, such as sending John Norton to offer The Heart of New England Rent as a rejoinder to the flood of Quaker pamphlets, but such projects were fundamentally reactive in nature, and rarely timely. Quakers could cross and recross the ocean and remain Friends, while Bay Colony representatives dispatched to England were prone to take up broader concerns of church and state and not return to New England, as in the case of Hugh Peter.

Humphrey Norton’s mobility enables him to write effectively against New England’s persecution. A product of his wide travel in New England as well as the Atlantic world, his narrative fuses the experience of suffering with an awareness of its contexts. Inhabiting a more fluid and cosmopolitan Atlantic world than their adversaries did, it was possible for Quakers to dominate the discourse about their persecutions abroad; in Old England or New a Quaker could find Friends, while New England could find few friends in Old England, and fewer still after the Restoration.

One of the most significant supporters of New England Quakers was, of course, George Fox, the founder and leader of the sect. In The Secret Workes of a Cruel People Made Manifest (1659), Fox covers the same ground as Popish Inquisition and New-England’s Ensigne, but does not duplicate these efforts. Indeed, the three texts taken together suggest a nuanced sense of genre and audience for Quaker propaganda. Howgill’s polemic injects the issue into public consciousness, Norton’s account offers details for the edification of the brethren, and Fox’s shorter account summarizes these texts in the context of a direct address to Parliament.

The increasing sophistication of the Quaker engagement with print culture also manifests itself here in a more material form. Fox concludes his pamphlet by reproducing a letter written by James Cudworth, a Plymouth magistrate, to a friend in England expressing unease about the persecution of Quakers. This same letter also appears in Rous’s New England a Degenerate Plant (1659), a pamphlet reproducing New England’s anti-Quaker laws for the edification of London readers. The typography, explanatory matter, and line breaks for this version are the same as in its other appearance, suggesting that the letter was set in type and appended to two different pamphlets in succession.

III: Quaker Acts and Monuments

In 1660, Quakers would need all of the advantages their mobility and sophistication could provide. In 1660, the cultural field for Quaker pamphlets changed in two important ways. First, Quakers now had stories of martyrdom to punctuate their narratives of persecution. Second, the ultimate audience for these appeals was now Charles II, the restored Stuart monarch. The ramifications of these two conditions were far from predictable. Charles II had more pressing concerns than the disposition of his New England colonies, but even so, it would be difficult for him to decide just who his friends were in New England. If their opponents could argue that the Quakers represented the spirit of radical religion that had characterized England during the Commonwealth and Protectorate, Quaker apologists could as easily suggest that the New England government still represented the crusading spirit of Puritanism of the 1630s and 1640s that had cost Charles I his head. This is a gross oversimplification of the situation the various New England colonies faced in 1660, but it does serve to illustrate that the government of Charles II did not have a clear allegiance to one party or the other in this ongoing struggle between Quakers and orthodox Puritans in New England. Thus, in this milieu, success becomes more a matter of persuasion, and despite their small numbers and marginal status, the Quakers were better placed, better informed, and better suited to craft an argument for the king’s ear than were their rivals in Massachusetts.

Against this relatively fluid colonial situation, however, one must be mindful of the rigid domestic policies of the restored king. Despite the pledges of the Declaration of Breda, Charles II’s administration worked quickly to suppress religious heterodoxy, banning conventicles on 10 January 1660/1, then passing a series of acts over the next four years to reestablish the Anglican Church, acts known collectively as the Clarendon Code. The question facing Quakers in 1660, then, was how to convince a king bent on enforcing religious conformity at home to guarantee protection from religious persecution abroad.

To this end, several narratives of Quaker sufferings appeared in London around the time of the restoration. At this pivotal moment, it is worth remembering that it is difficult to know just who in England was reading these narratives. The enemies of the Quakers refer to one another, rather than to Quaker propaganda; among moderate English citizens, a subtle shift in public opinion about the treatment of Quakers is difficult to trace from this remove. However, the evolution of these narratives of persecution indicates that one significant audience for the early Quaker narratives of persecution was other Quakers. From Howgill to Bishop, the narratives have an accretive quality, with the material of an earlier text incorporated into subsequent versions. Roughly speaking, in a parallel phenomenon, incidents of persecution follow a two-stage procedure in reaching the attention of interested London readers: Sufferers or their close associates prepare narratives describing various incidents of persecution, which are then compiled or reiterated by more prominent and influential English Quakers, including George Fox, Edward Burrough, and Isaac Pennington. For these writers, the audience of salient importance is the restored king and his advisers in a political context, and their brethren in a spiritual context.

Around the time of the restoration several new accounts of Quaker travails issued from London presses. Among them were Joseph Nicholson’s The Standard of the Lord Lifted up in New England (1660), Marmaduke Stephenson’s Call from Death to Life (1660), and George Bishop’s New England Judged by The Spirit of the Lord (1661), which was the most extensive chronicle of early sufferings in New England. Humphrey Smith produced a 1660 broadside entitled “To New England’s pretended Christians.” The subject also engaged the attention of major figures among the English Quakers. In April 1660, Isaac Pennington published An Examination of the Grounds or Causes, which are said to induce the Court of Boston . . . to make that Order . . . of Banishment . . . An answer to the True Relation of the Proceedings against Quakers, an answer to an October 1659 appendix to John Norton’s defense of the Bay Colony, while at the end of 1660 Edward Burrough offered A Declaration of the sad and great Persecution and Martyrdom of the People of God, called Quakers, in New England, for the Worshipping of God.

Marmaduke Stephenson and William Robinson’s A Call from Death to Life is a classic of the genre. This is the first Quaker tract fully to grasp the possibilities of the suffering narrative as a spiritual resource for the faithful, as well as a political tool against skeptics.

A Call’s authorial structure is unusually complex. The work is catalogued under Marmaduke Stephenson’s name—this attribution is conventional, but problematic. Strictly speaking, the phrase “A Call From Death to Life” is attached to the prefatory spiritual narrative, not to the work as a whole, but the syntax of the title page illustrates this confusion, if it does not clarify it.

There is “A Call . . .,” “written by Marmaduke Stephenson,” then letters from Stephenson and Robinson, and finally, “the true copy of a letter as it came to our hands, from a Friend in New England.” The title page uses the third person for Stephenson, the putative author, while identifying another presence, “our hands,” as the agent ultimately responsible for the work in its printed manifestation. Evidently, these hands belong to the signatories of the introductory section titled “To the reader”: John Whitehead, Marmaduke Storre, William Padley, Gregory Milner, and Thomas Leemin.46 In obvious and practical ways, suffering death further complicates the authorship of these tracts. Beyond authorship, the title page also clouds the issue of just what work it identifies—“A Call from Death to Life” refers ambiguously to Stephenson’s testimony, and to the entire publication.
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FIGURE 9: From title page, Marmaduke Stephenson,
A Call from Death to Life (London: 1660).

Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library.

To make matters more complex, while this narrative is identified with Stephenson and Robinson, they obviously were not responsible for compiling and publishing it. The ability and zeal of the Quakers to disseminate the last utterances of their martyrs posthumously was a critical factor in their campaign; death amplified, rather than silenced, the testimony of their martyrs.

Anticipating his posthumous audience, Stephenson specifically directs his opening missive to his “dear Neighbors and People in the Town of Shipton and Wighton.”47 What follows is not simply an account of his sufferings, but a moving account of the path of life that has brought him to his cell, with an emphasis on his conversion, coupled with an exhortation to his readers to find the Spirit within themselves, to “come buy wine and milk without mony and without price.”48

Stephenson’s concern is to edify his listeners about the peril to their souls, not to his body. Imprisonment provides an opportunity to preach and gives a double meaning to the title. While Stephenson’s own words are the words of a dead man to his living brethren, the call he sounds is from death in sin to life in salvation: “the Lord in his Eternal Love and Pity to my Soul, hath redeemed me from my fallen estate, and raised my soul from Death to Life.”49 The letter that is the heart of this tract has nothing to say about Stephenson’s persecution and execution; instead, it exists as a framing device, giving his testimony for his life in Christ gravity and prominence. An exhortation of this sort, one imagines, would be harder to ignore than one from a living witness to truth, and suggests that the Quakers who prepared this pamphlet were alive to the spiritual nourishment such stories could bring their adherents, along with the discredit they could bring their opponents.

This tender exhortation to faith takes up the bulk of the tract and is the heart of its spiritual substance. The compilers of this pamphlet do link this narrative with the larger Quaker struggle by including correspondence Stephenson and Robinson had with the Boston Court, and with Christopher Holder, another prominent Quaker victim of persecution, and by appending accounts of their sentencing and martyrdom. A key scene in these events comes in Robinson’s account of his sentencing, when he “desired that I might read a Paper to them and the people there present, which was a declaration of my Call . . . John Indicott their Governour in a furious manner said, I should not read it, neither would they hear it read . . . I said I should leave the paper with them, which I did soon cast upon the Table amongst them.”50 This “Call” echoes the call that Stephenson does offer to his brethren at home, displaying the contrast between New England and Old: The “Professors” in Boston restrain the discourse that circulates freely among Friends in England. That these words cannot be uttered in front of a court full of ministers and magistrates advertises the strength of these words as much as the weakness of these officials.

Stephenson suffers the same sentence as Robinson, “to be hanged on the Gallows, til you are dead.”51 Sentenced along with them is Mary Dyer, who would become the most prominent of the Quaker martyrs in New England. This is among the first mentions of her suffering, and her role in this tract is marginal, but her association with the martyrdom of Stephenson and Robinson would become an important feature of her own story.

Stephenson and Robinson offer final letters of farewell and exhortation to their brethren, and a letter from Peter Pearson offers an account of their actual martyrdom. Pearson, describing his task as delivering “tidings of heaviness and joy,” writes from Plymouth Prison in December 1659. It is impossible to determine whether he offers an actual eyewitness account, but certainly the narrative he sends to England is quite stylized. Indeed, as Pearson describes the scene, it seems almost as though Robinson and Stephenson collaborate with their executioners in an elaborate ritual. They speak, and the executioner’s men hinder them, all the way up the scaffold:

W.R. spake these words, saying this is your hour, and the power of darknesse, then the Drummer beat up his drum . . . And when they were come to the Ladders foot, they took leave of each other, and W.R. stept up the Ladder and spake to the People, saying, this is the day of your visitation . . . as he spake, the executioner bound his legs and hands . . . he said now ye are made manifest; so the executioner being about to turn him off the ladder, he uttered this expression, saying, I suffer for Christ in whom I live, and for whom I die.52

Stephenson proceeds through a similar series of stages: The executioner performs a piece of pantomime, and the prisoner delivers another portion of his speech. This narration of their execution makes it seem more like a passion play than a penal proceeding. In this respect, Pearson follows a long tradition of imbuing such scenes with a theatrical nature that strains credulity. Foxe’s Book of Martyrs owes some of its popularity to the appeal of these scenes; Ridley and Lattimer enjoy a similar parley on the day of their martyrdom, culminating when Lattimer tells Ridley that the advancing flames will “light such a candle, by God’s Grace, in England, as I trust will never be put out.”53 Pearson echoes this ecstatic tone, concluding the body of his letter by commenting, “Thus the Faithful witnesses sealed their testimony for the Lord against the Dragons power, and blessedly departed with praises in their mouths, entering joyfully with their beloved into Everlasting Rest.”54

These executions formed the staple of the second generation of Quaker sufferings. In one form or another, portions of material appearing in A Call from Death to Life found their way into a variety of martyrologies, including Bishop’s New England Judged, and into Burrough’s A Declaration of the Sad and Great Persecution and Martyrdom of the People of God in New-England (1660/1). Like a successful contemporary political campaign, these Quaker tracts managed to convey a coherent message through a variety of forms addressed to a variety of audiences.

IV: “I Will Stop that Vein”

Bishop’s New England Judged was the omnibus of New England suffering, and it is this distillation of suffering that reached the hands of Charles I.55 Compiling reprinted laws against Quakers, lists of fines, first-person accounts, and correspondence, Bishop detailed every offense against Quakers, from the executions in Boston, to two firkins of butter confiscated from Edward Perry in Plymouth.56 Bishop does distinguish between major and minor persecutions, and treats the martyrdoms in more detail. His account of Robinson and Stephenson’s deaths is consistent with the more immediate narrative in Peter Pearson’s letter included in A Call, but considerably more detailed, suggesting that Bishop had either additional sources or a greater sense of drama.57 Bishop includes the letter from Robinson to the court at Boston that appears in A Call.58 Bishop also includes a letter from Stephenson, “a paper of his Call to the Work and Service of the Lord,” that does not appear in A Call. This paper is a succinct and affecting narrative of his call from the plough in Yorkshire to the prison in Boston, by way of Barbados.59 It is not clear why this paper does not appear in A Call, but it is a testament to the energetic and coordinated nature of Quaker publishing that this testimony of Stephenson’s does reach readers in England. In a similar vein, Bishop includes a lengthy polemic signed by Stephenson and Robinson in the appendix to New England Judged.60

Bishop’s work sets the stage for appeals from more influential Quakers directly to the King. Burrough’s A Declaration takes Charles II as its explicit audience, but it appears that the sovereign’s sympathy for such appeals was a product of an exchange that Bishop reports in New England Judged. Early Quaker historian William Sewel describes Charles II’s response to the arrogance of a Bay Colony magistrate:

“[Charles II] having got a book written by George Bishop, containing a relation of the cruel persecution in New England, and reading a passage concerning major-general Denison, who, to put off those who complained of their wicked proceeding, said ‘This year you will go and complain to the Parliament, the next year they will send to see how it is; and in the third year the government is changed.’ He took much notice of this, and calling to the lords to hear it, said ‘Lo, these are my good subjects of New England: but I will put a stop to them.”61

Denison’s speech identifies the vagaries of colonial print culture that gave the Bay Colony relatively free rein to enforce its repressive policies, but it is also an observation bound to infuriate a sovereign. It may well be that Denison never said any such thing, but Bishop can avail himself of the same vagaries of Atlantic print culture and colonial administration by putting words in the mouth of Quaker tormentors. Bishop opens the door for Burrough, both literally, in the form of his narrative, and figuratively, in the form of the audience Burrough secured with Charles II.

In contrast to the exhaustive nature of New England Judged, A Declaration of the Sad and Great Martyrdom of the People of God called Quakers, in New-England . . . is effectively an executive summary of Quaker sufferings. The title page of this work functions almost as a broadside, summarizing the sufferings detailed inside. This text announces that it is “partly an answer to a Petition and Addresse of the Gen Court at Boston in New-England,” but it transcends that occasion to make a broader appeal to the king.

A Declaration condenses the narratives of noncapital suffering, but it does treat the martyrdoms in some detail. The narrative of Stephenson and Robinson’s execution is a close paraphrase of the Pearson letter first appearing in A Call, but in this context, its import is different. Addressing Charles II, they identify Massachusetts’ leaders as those

Who begun in immodesty, went on in inhumanity and cruelty, and were not satisfied until they had the blood of three of the martyrs of Jesus. Revenge for all which we do not seek, but lay them before Thee, considering Thou hast been well acquainted with Sufferings, and so mayest better consider them that suffer, and mayest for the future restrain the Violence of these Rulers of New-England.62

Burrough continues, reminding Charles II that Massachusetts magistrates are “but the children of thy family, of which Thou art Chief Ruler; Who have in divers of their proceedings forfeited their Patent.63

To underscore this point, Burrough includes a version of Mary Dyer’s two executions that draws on the same sources as Bishop’s account. Essentially, Burrough reworks material intended for the spiritual edification of Quaker brethren and uses it to support his request that Charles II “restrain the Violence of these Rulers of New-England.” This printed petition provided Burrough an opportunity to make his case in person. As Sewel reports it, Burrough informed the King that “there was a vein of innocent blood opened in his dominions.” The King responded, “But I will stop that vein.”64

On 9 September 1661, Charles II did just that, issuing a writ of mandamus that tied the hands of Massachusetts as far as capital punishment was concerned. He declared:

Having been informed that several of His Majesty’s subjects among you, called Quakers . . . have been executed, and others (as hath been represented to us) are in danger to undergo the like; we have thought it fit to signify our pleasure in that behalf for the future, and do hereby require, that if there be any of those people called Quakers amongst you, now already condemned to suffer death . . . you are to forebear to proceed any further therein, but that you forthwith send the said persons over into their own kingdom of England . . . to the end such course shall be taken with them here as shall be agreeable to our laws, and their demerits.65

For the welfare of Quakers in New England, it was a small victory. Anticipating the possibility of such restraint, Massachusetts passed the infamous Cart and Whip Act in the spring of 1661, whereby instead of hanging, Quakers would be marched at the cart’s tail out of the precincts of the colony, receiving ten stripes at each township on the way. It is true enough that this act of the king served only as a temporary restraint of the fury of Massachusetts, but it is a significant moment nonetheless: It illustrates the king taking the word of sectaries against the word of a government chartered by his father.

The word of these sectaries reached Charles II through ships bearing these words from New England, and presses circulating them in London. Atlantic print culture allowed Quakers to turn individual events of persecution into a critical resource for Quakers in general. At the same time, these Quaker tracts demonstrate that crossing the Atlantic can render authorship a more fluid category than it is traditionally construed. To point out that an ocean makes things fluid may seem like a tautology, but reviewing the Quaker deployment of more diffuse connections between colonial events and metropolitan texts reveals the rewards of close attention to the nuances of transatlantic publication. By suffering and subscribing, Quakers transformed the travels and travails of individuals into a cornerstone of a distinctly Atlantic religion.





CONCLUSION



“A Lively Experiment”

Quaker sufferings in New England reached their zenith as the Restoration occurred in England, and shaped the nature of their appeals to metropolitan authority. At the same time, the Restoration was a moment of great uncertainty for the inhabitants of Rhode Island, for the autonomy and freedom they enjoyed had been granted by various bodies acting without Royal warrant. Inevitably, the settlement of the colonies dictated by the new Stuart government would serve as a judgment on the proceedings over the years since Charles I had been in control; as an entity with no royal warrant, Rhode Island had more to lose than other colonies.

Indeed, For English men and women living in America, one of the critical issues of the restoration was the impact this change in government at home would have on the forms of their various governments in the colonies. As a restored king, Charles II might very reasonably wish to repudiate the work of the interregnum governments, including grants and patents issued in the name of Parliament or Protector, rather than King. American colonial leaders justly worried that Charles II might well choose to reshuffle extensively the boundaries and governments of his American possession. With the awareness that their survival depended upon the good will of the restored Stuart king, most colonies hastened to proclaim the new monarch as sovereign, and to dismiss their dealings with Parliament and commonwealth as meaningless expediency.1

With this shift in power at home, the colonies abroad were subject to many shifts and changes in the ensuing years, and many threats to their geographic territory, political autonomy, and corporate existence. For Clarke and Rhode Island, the most immediate threat came from Connecticut and its representative, John Winthrop, Jr., who was eager to claim the shore of Narragansett Bay as the eastern boundary of his colony. In his suits to the king, Clarke faced a dual challenge: to preserve his colony from the claims of Connecticut, which would swallow up almost all of its territory, and to preserve the latitude Rhode Islanders enjoyed in religious affairs, even as the Stuart monarchy worked to enforce conformity at home. Coddington’s coup had threatened the survival of Rhode Island during the Interregnum, but with the Restoration, Charles II could conceivably undo the work of Williams, Gorton, and Clarke with the stroke of his pen. Given the (literal) latitude granted Massachusetts in support of its claim to much of northern New England based on an interpretation of its charter placing the bounds of the colony three miles north of the source, not mouth, of the Merrimack, it would not have been much for Massachusetts, Connecticut, or Plymouth to stretch its patent a bit and extinguish Rhode Island entirely. On their own merits, Clarke’s claims would seem to face long odds—he faced a well-connected and better financed rival in the younger John Winthrop, and neither the territorial claim nor the religious diversity of the colony could be imagined to have much natural sympathy with the imaginations of Charles II and his advisers.

The nullification of the Coddington commission was a comparatively straightforward affair, in that much of the colony was united against Coddington’s usurpation of the government they had established. However, in Clarke’s work for Rhode Island, in the administration of a restored Stuart monarch, he faced more formidable and varied adversaries from outside the precincts of the little colony. The language Clarke uses in his appeals to the King is the language he developed in Ill Newes. His effort depends to a large degree on the ability to explain how things are in what was a hazy and remote corner of the world, and of Charles II’s imagination.

One factor working in Clarke’s favor was the recent and successful example of Quaker appeals against the persecution of Massachusetts. Just as Ill Newes served the Quakers as a model for narrating colonial religious persecution, the ensuing flood of Quaker narratives of persecution served to create a discursive climate in which Clarke could reanimate his grievances in the context of similar Quaker narratives.

Clarke’s campaign, to a large degree, depends upon the authority he can claim for himself, and the legacy of Ill Newes for him, is to give his appeals the clothing of authority. What Clarke does have is the authority of his experience, and his identity as an author of these experiences. In producing Ill Newes, Clarke authorizes himself, both in the sense of imbuing himself with authority, and in the sense of making himself into an author.2 His petitions to the King revive the narrative of the travails he and his fellows suffered, which has been given new relevance by the sufferings of the Quakers, and he uses this experience as the foundation of a claim for a charter that would preserve them and their liberties from the predations of their neighbors.

I: “For Cause of Conscience”

The principal thrust of John Clarke’s appeal to the King comes in two petitions he prepared in January 1661/2. Clarke’s ambitions for the charter were twofold: He sought to preserve the territorial integrity of the settlements comprising Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, and to preserve the religious latitude its citizens enjoyed. In both respects Clarke succeeded, and the two efforts are inevitably related. The obstacles to a guarantee of religious freedom are the reservations of Charles, and more especially his adviser Clarendon, while the obstacles to territorial integrity came in the rival claims of Connecticut’s John Winthrop, Jr. The principal concern here is with religious issues; while Clarke also prevailed in the territorial questions, this result emerged as the result of negotiations with Winthrop and Clarendon. James’s biography of Clarke offers a detailed narrative of these territorial negotiations; for the purposes of this study, it is sufficient to know that Clarendon stalled the enrollment of the Connecticut charter on the strength of Clarke’s representations that the charter violated Rhode Island’s.3

Clarke’s opening appeal to Charles II recapitulates the founding narrative of his settlement that he offers at the start of Ill Newes:

Your petitioners were necessitated long since for causes of conscience, with respect to the worship and service of God, to take up a resolution to quit their deare and native country, and all their near and precious relations and enjoyments therein, and to expose themselves and their families to all the hazards and inconveniences, which they might meete with upon the vast and swelling ocean or in the barbarous and howling wilderness to which they might come.4

At the outset this is an essentially straightforward recapitulation of any migration of any first-generation New Englander. Indeed, this feature is important to Clarke, for he here insists on the same normative position he occupies in Ill Newes. Clarke comes very close to misrepresenting whom he represents: “being thus resolved, they were, by the greatly obliging clemency of your Royal father permitted to prosecute this resolution of theirs.” Conceivably, this phrase could refer to the recipients of the Massachusetts Bay Company charter of 1629, which was signed by Charles I, and has little to do with Rhode Island, or to the Providence patent of 1644, which had nothing to do with Charles I and was issued under the authority of his Parliamentary opponents.

This bit of obfuscation does help Clarke reconstitute the harassed origins and contentious history of the colony as a natural unfolding of English history. In the same vein, Clarke represents the divisions that led his party, along with Williams’s and Gorton’s, to move to Rhode Island as an anticipated stage in the English settlement of North America: “after a long encounter, with many perils of sea and robbers, [we] were by the good hand of the Lord safely conducted unto . . . those parts of America.” Once in America, as Clarke explains, “for the aforesaid causes of conscience, and for peace sake, they were also necessitated to travaill further among the barbarians in places untroad and with no small hazard, to seek out a place of habitation.”5

The challenges Clarke and his fellows faced are refigured as coming from their environment, and not their fellows: “Sea and robbers” and “barbarians in places untroad” are a gesture toward the actual challenges they faced, which were inflicted more by ministers and magistrates than by robbers and barbarians. In his address to the King, Clarke is discreet in his description of the differences among the English colonists. Choosing again not to present a persecuted and marginalized figure, Clarke allows only that his party was necessitated, for causes of conscience, to “travaill” further. This gesture toward their actual situation should have been enough to remind Charles and his advisers of Clarke’s earlier reports from New England, especially since Clarendon would likely have been familiar with Clarke’s story through his association with the prominent Baptist William Kiffin, who in 1663 was arrested because of an accusation of involvement in an Anabaptist plot against the King; a letter from him to Clarendon sufficed to secure his release immediately.6 In fact, despite the gulf between their religious sentiments, English Baptists had made overtures to Charles II even when he was in exile. As Clarendon describes it, “They sent an address to the King by one of their party . . . they made very extravagant propositions, and seemed to depend much on the death of Cromwell, and thereupon to compute their own power to serve the King.”7

Clarke continues his petition, explaining that this habitation, hazardous as it is, is a place where “according to what was propounded in your petitioners first adventure they might with freedome of conscience worship the Lord their God, as they were persuaded.”8 This liberty of conscience in Rhode Island is thus figured as the inverse of suffering in Massachusetts, and emerges as a foundational ideal of Rhode Island. Through Clarke’s experience and travails, he constructs this ideal polemically, out of the persecuting and intransigent nature of Rhode Island’s neighbors.

In this and other respects, Clarke presents a narrative to the King and his advisers that is reflected back to him with royal authorization. The petition narrates Clarke’s dealings with the Indians in much the same way he does in Ill Newes, and this language is repeated back to him in the charter. The remainder of this first petition is essentially a narration of English history through Rhode Island eyes since the settlement of the colony. Not surprisingly, this narrative is adroit in its smoothing over two decades of very contentious history on both sides of the Atlantic.

Throughout this petition, Clarke displays a gift for understatement that borders on the disingenuous. Just as his fellows were “necessitated to travail further for causes of conscience,” there are “Commissioners impowered from both his [Charles I’s] houses of Parliament for the generall management of foreigne Plantations,” with no mention that this body was created to seize control of the colonies from the King. Indeed, the petition generally expresses a desire for a tacit understanding between Clarke’s government and the King’s that each will treat the other as if its course has been foreordained and uneventful. It does no good for Clarke, or for the King, to dwell on the contested and interrupted state of their political power; their separate travails are the background of these documents, and Clarke frames his petition as a way to avoid future contention.

Like many such documents, this petition mimics the syntax of a sentence, with many clauses of exposition leading to a single request. In this petition, the expository clauses offer Clarke’s narration of the travails of Rhode Island, but at the point where he finally makes his desires known to Charles II, he invokes the King’s own experience of suffering, and indirectly, the martyrdom of Charles II’s father: “Wherefore, O, King, seeing it hath pleased the most holy Majesty on high, the King of Kings, to remember you in your low and exiled state . . . whereby, as it were without hands, you have been restored to, and clothed with more excellent majesty and more absolute soveraigne power than your ancestors have attained unto.”9 The request that is the predicate of this description of the King’s return is nothing less than a request for an unprecedented degree of religious latitude: “humbly craveing we may find such grace in your sight, whereby under the wing of your Royall protection, we may not only be sheltered, but caused to flourish in our civill and religious concernment in these remote parts of the world.” Specifically, the trials Clarke has narrated to the King embolden him to state, “So shall your servants take themselves greatly obliged while they are quietly permitted with freedom of conscience to worship the Lord their God, as they are persuaded to pray for the life of the King.”10 In a London where Clarendon was working rapidly to narrow the latitude offered in the Declaration of Breda, such a request verged on impertinence.

Indeed, Clarke’s second petition makes the same request in stronger language. This letter recapitulates the premises of the first petition, with the added guarantee that “the state of the case is such as really hath been presented unto your Majesty.” Clarke continues, asserting a connection between the petitioners’ Englishness, their travails and sufferings, and their loyalty to the King: “Wherefore your petitioners humbly pray your Majestys favourable aspect towards them, who have still in their removes, and in the rest of their actings made it manifest, that they as the true natives of England, have firmly adhered in their allegience and loyalty to the soveraignty thereof.”11 It is a curious array of ideas that Clarke attempts to draw together here. His claim that Rhode Islanders’ identity as “true natives of England” rests on “their removes and actings” seems specious unless one reflects that these removes and actings were prompted by the persecution Clarke has represented as an affront to the dignity of an English subject. This persecution has been enacted by the Bay Colony’s extralegal usurpation of the prerogatives of English law, which makes the Massachusetts ministers and magistrates bad subjects. If anything, as Clarke’s petition unfolds, he claims that the persecution Clarke and his fellows have suffered has made them better English subjects, and more fit to serve the King.

Consequently, Clarke asks for a guarantee that his fellows will be permitted to continue as English subjects with the same privileges as they have been accustomed to enjoy. The petitioners “have it much on their hearts (if they may be permitted) to hold forth a lively experiment, that a flourishing civill State may stand, yea, and best be maintained, and that among English spirits, with a full liberty in religious concernments.” Clarke explains that the King can guarantee that this happy state is preserved. “[Y]our Royall subjects . . . hopefully craveing wee may find such grace in your sight as to receive from your Majesty a more absolute, ample and free charter of civill incorporation.” Clarke informs the King that “under the wing of your Royall protection . . . we may not onley be sheltered, but . . . may be caused to flourish in our civill and religious concernments in these remote parts of the world . . . while [we] are quietly permitted with freedome of conscience to worship the Lord their God.”12 These phrases are virtually identical to the language to which Charles II put his seal, and which guaranteed the religious freedoms of Rhode Islanders for almost two centuries.13

II: “Our Trusty and Welbeloved Subject”

After some further negotiations over territorial details, Clarke sailed home with a charter for Rhode Island and Providence Plantations in 1663. The 1663 Rhode Island charter served as the foundation of the colony and state’s government until 1843, when the Dorr rebellion led to a new constitution providing a broader franchise. Because of changes in England, however, it would be hard to see the 1663 Rhode Island charter as the beginning of a new paradigm for the relations between North American colonies and the English metropolis. The success that Williams, Gorton, and Clarke enjoyed in narrating their colony into existence did not inspire a legion of dissidents elsewhere in the colonies to follow their example. After the Restoration, and more still after the Glorious Revolution, the presence of royal agents and later governors representing the Crown in America foreclosed the opportunity for the kind of print representations Williams, Gorton, and Clarke were able to produce for metropolitan audiences.

At the same time, it is tempting, but misleading, to make a case that these dissidents offered a template for the dissent that culminated in the Declaration of Independence in 1776. The efforts of New England dissidents in the seventeenth century did create a zone of relative freedom and autonomy in Rhode Island, but this liberty was a concession granted to the colony by the sovereign, in the context of an ongoing colonial relation.

As an artifact of this relation, this royal document functions as a mirror for Ill Newes and Clarke’s petitions, reflecting his narrative back across the Atlantic, imbued with royal authority. To establish the warrant for the charter, the preamble offers a précis of the origins of the settlements that made up Rhode Island. This account of settlement, however, is a highly particular one: It removes any sense of opposition to the suit of the grantees from its narrative. This account begins by describing the impulse to found the colony. The charter explains that

Whereas, we have been informed, by the petition of our trusty and well-beloved subject, John Clarke [et al.] . . . that they, pursuing, with peaceable and loyal minds, their sober, serious, and religious intentions, of godly edifying themselves, and one another, in the holy Christian faith and worship, as they were persuaded . . . did, not only by the consent and good encouragement of our royal progenitors, transport themselves out of this kingdom of England into America.14

In essence, this recapitulates the description in Clarke’s petition of his party’s “resolution to quit their deare and native country.” In some respects, this language is akin to similar colonial documents, but the authorities in Massachusetts who expelled Rhode Island founders Roger Williams and Samuel Gorton, and imprisoned John Clarke, would be unlikely to describe the emigrations of these men as the result of “sober, serious, and religious intentions.” Moreover, the edifying these men came to do has no other foundation than “faith and worship, as they were persuaded.”

While this language could be contested by opponents of Rhode Island, including John Winthrop, Jr., the charter endorses Clarke’s narrative. The preamble also implies that individual conscience is the basis of religious belief, foreshadowing the rights guaranteed in the charter. The preamble continues, delicately narrating the adventures of these dissident settlers in an almost euphemistic tone:

after their first settlement amongst other our subjects in those parts, for the avoiding of discord, and those many evils which were likely to ensure upon some of those subjects not being able to bear, in these remote parts, their different apprehensions in religious concernments, and in pursuance of the aforesaid ends, did once again leave their desirable stations and habitations.15

What the charter describes here as “avoiding of discord,” by the Rhode Island settlers, because of “their different apprehensions in religious concernments,” many in Massachusetts would call the expulsion of heretical and seditious radicals. In its delicate elision of these controversies, the charter again echoes Clarke’s petition. As we have seen, in addition to Clarke’s troubles, Roger Williams was banished from his “desirable station” in Salem for insistently advocating total separation from the Church of England, while Samuel Gorton was forced to leave numerous “desirable habitations” throughout southeastern New England because of his religious radicalism and general contempt for authority. Anne Hutchinson and her Antinomian followers settled the towns of Portsmouth and Newport after leaving Massachusetts voluntarily or under duress. To characterize the actions of the Massachusetts court against Antinomians, Gortonoges, Baptists, and Quakers simply as “not being able to bear, in these remote parts, their different apprehensions in religious concernments” is disingenuous understatement.16 Nonetheless, it is a circumlocution that grants equal credence to the “concernments” of all parties; as in Clarke’s description, it is as if the various parties agree to disagree, and go their separate ways. The trouble Clarke describes in Ill Newes is present, but not articulated.

The preamble further asserts that the Rhode Island settlers “with excessive labor and travel, hazard and charge did transplant themselves into the midst of the Indian natives, who as we are informed, are the most potent princes and people of all that country.” As a result of this proximity, the Rhode Island settlers “are seized and possessed, by purchase and consent of the said natives, to their full content, of such lands, islands, rivers, harbors and roads, as are very convenient, both for plantations, and also for building of ships.”17 The charter’s description of the economic potential of the Narragansett region is indisputable; it was this wealth that inspired numerous claims on the region by Massachusetts, Plymouth, and Connecticut. Many of these competing claims were justified by claiming that the Rhode Island settlers had not, in fact, bargained with the “most potent princes and people of that country,” but rather with upstart petty chiefs with no right to sell land. Against this claim, however, the dissident version of events is specifically narrated in the charter; the language of the charter supports the sovereignty and legal standing in land transactions of these potent princes and people that is central in Williams’s and Gorton’s narratives. More specifically, this account echoes Clarke’s reckoning of the resources of the place, and his narrative of the acquisition of the land in his introduction to Ill Newes.

In a similar vein, the charter is silent on the unusual source of title to these lands: Unlike neighboring colonists, Rhode Island’s settlers did not come there with a patent, charter, or grant from London already in hand. Instead, settlers around the Narragansett Bay purchased land from local Indians. However, purchasing land piecemeal from indigenous inhabitants undermined the grandiose conception of the power of the English sovereign exhibited in gestures like the 1620 grant to the Council for New England of all of North America from sea to sea that lay between 40 and 48 degrees of latitude. To say the least, the idea that a right to New World lands came from negotiations with Native Americans, rather than with a warrant from the Crown, contradicted the prevailing colonial doctrine of the time.

Thus having literally and figuratively established the grounds of the petition to the King, the charter explains that “whereas, in their humble address, they have freely declared, that it is much on their hearts (if they may be permitted) to hold forth a lively experiment, that a most flourishing civil state may stand and best be maintained, and that among our English subjects, with a full liberty in religious concernments.”18 This “lively experiment,” the charter continues, will be as good for the King as for his subjects: This experiment also postulates “that true piety rightly grounded upon gospel principles, will give the best and greatest security to sovereignty, and will lay in the hearts of men the strongest obligations to true loyalty.”19 This passage actually adopts, verbatim, the language of Clarke’s second petition. Moreover, Clarke’s phrase, “lively experiment,” comes directly from Ill Newes. “Lively experiment” has been a popular way for historians to describe the frame of government that made Rhode Island unique among American colonies. The phrase originally occurs in Clarke’s discussion of his assertion that Christ is “the Anointed Prophet, none to him in point of instruction.” As he explains, “he it is in whose hand is the Key of David, and he openeth the heart to understand the scriptures; to shew a lively experiment of his powerfull instructing, when he was here upon earth, he . . . called the illiterate and foolish Fishermen . . . that as a teacher he might shew his abilities.”20

As this context makes clear, “experiment” had a different use in the middle of the seventeenth century than it does today. Clarke uses it to suggest a demonstration that is taking place, rather than a trial that will reveal some piece of information in the future when it is finished. The Oxford English Dictionary confirms this sense, with one sense of the word from Clarke’s time being “Practical acquaintance with a person or thing; experience; an instance of this”—also, “practical proof, a specimen, and example.”21 The “experiment” in Rhode Island is not a trial of a hypothetical question, but an ongoing demonstration of the benefit of framing a government that does not dictate religious practice.

The charter supports this “experiment”: “Now, know ye, that we, being willing to Encourage the hopeful undertaking of our said loyal and loving subjects, and to secure them in the free exercise and enjoyment of all their civil and religious rights, appertaining to them, as our loving subjects.”22 Even as it insists upon the English subjectivity of these colonial petitioners, the charter explicitly identifies Charles II’s church as the institution from which freedom is needed: “because some of the people and inhabitants of the same colony cannot, in their private opinions, conform to the public exercise of religion, according to the liturgy, forms and ceremonies of the Church of England.”23 The charter thus guarantees “That our royal will and pleasure is, that no person within the said colony, at any time hereafter shall be any wise molested, punished, disquieted, or called in question, for any differences in opinion in matters of religion.”24

The charter specifies this right not only in terms of checks on the state, but also in terms of the freedom of the individual: “all and every person and persons may, from time to time, and at all times hereafter, freely and fully have and enjoy his and their own judgments and consciences, in matters of religious concernments, throughout the tract of land hereafter mentioned.”25 Even with the proviso “they behaving themselves peaceable and quietly, and not using this liberty to licentiousness and profaneness, nor to the civil injury or outward disturbance of others, any law, statute, or clause therein contained,” John Clarke secured a remarkable degree of religious liberty for Rhode Island. As a result of his decade in London, the ideology of the suffering English subject he brought with him from America becomes a law guaranteeing the freedom of English subjects from such suffering.

The language Clarke uses to narrate his persecution at the hands of Massachusetts becomes the language that guarantees Rhode Island’s freedom from this persecution. For Clarke, the language of his dissent is literally authorized with the seal of the King. In one sense, Clarke’s salient accomplishment is the instantiation of religious suffering as a form of witness almost the equivalent of martyrdom. For the dissident, a recognizable persecution that does not kill him or her has obvious attractions. What Clarke develops is a witness with the bloody attractions of martyrdom, but one that he survives. Obviously, the stories of Clarke, Holmes, and Crandall do not match Foxe’s narratives of Ridley, Cranmer, and Lattimer, but the suffering of the New England Baptists distinguishes the abstractions of Williams’s Bloody Tenent yet more Bloody from the narrative of Ill Newes as an effective work of dissent. It was this persecution at the hands of the Massachusetts magistrates that was the genesis of the document that protected not just Clarke and his Anabaptist fellows, but their Antinomian neighbors on Aquidneck, Williams and his Providence neighbors, Gorton’s party in Warwick, and even Quakers, whose presence in Rhode Island would expand dramatically over the next decades. The 1663 Rhode Island charter shows experiences of colonial persecution transformed into metropolitan dissenting narratives, returned to America in the language of colonial power.
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and kept Prifoners by the Conftables Deputie ; who being de-
manded a copic of the Warrant,a friend that ftood by faid i¢.
was 2 ufual thing to give a Copie of it, if required, was afcer-
ward for fo faying fned 10 fhillings , whea to Flymeuth we
‘were brought, where was then ficting the Magiftrates hereaf-
ger named, we ftanding before them, the power of the Lord
Being over them, they [ad lttle to ts, only told us of a Law
that chey had whereby we were not to Ray in their Colony ; we
xequired co fee it, they anfwered, it was fufficient that they
faidit, and would not fhew it to us ; fo after faying that they
did beleeve that we did not know thac they had fuch a law, yet
sequired s ¢o deparr, the which thing we could not do ; they
rocceded to fentence us, threatning of us if we came again ,
would exercife the Law on.us whichis for Vagabonds : S0
shey fill kepcus Prifoners committing us into the Conftables

hand, and wroce:s Warranc,a crue Copie iss followeth :

New Plymouth to the under. Marfbal of the Jurisdittion of

Plymouth aforefuid,

Qi heaeas there hathbeen tivo erfeabagant perlons piofelse
ing themfelbes to be Nuakers at the Zown of Plymouth,
foba accazding to 02der wap mit be peemitted ta abide witbin the
dibertpof our furifdiction, Thele ace thecefose in the Same of
1is Highnefs the L623 3ateatap of England, Scotland and Ire
land. to imlland sommand pon foathaith on Heceit hereaf, ta
0t bop the (afd perfons, vz Chitopher Holder and John Cope-
land, unta the utmott bounds of euc Jurifoicion : Thereaf fail
mot at pour pexil : .

"Dated at Plymouth the ‘Thomas Prince Governomr.
31 of Augult, 57. Jobn Alden.
TJofiah Winflow,
Thomas Southworth.

Thie which Warrant was put in Execation by theunder Mar-
(halonus, who did have us out of the Jurifdi@ion vvhich vvas
#fcy miles to Road Ifland, (o he lef us on the fecond of the fe-
venthmoneth, 1657.vve then going to 1t, and that none may

- queftion the truth which is here in thort relaced, we fhall be rea-
Ey to.confirm it, who axe true Wicneffes of it, whofe Names are
here fubfcribed, Chriftspher. Hobder, Jobn Ca,zlud._rh

s






