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Preface

 I AM SOMEONE WHO BECAME OBSESSED, passionately so, with a woman who lived nearly four hundred years ago, a woman who lived right down the street from me. Sometimes I wonder if our subjects choose us or if we choose them.

In 1991 I was twenty-eight years old and terrified because I had just gotten my first real teaching job. I had moved to Ipswich, Massachusetts, a small New England village a few miles from the sea. Now I had to get high school students excited about poetry and, at the same time, teach them something about American history and literature. It happened that Anne Bradstreet was the first author on the course syllabus. I did not know much about her, aside from the fact that she was the “first” American poet and always appeared on a few pages in the first chapter of American-literature anthologies. In my mind her only claim to recognition was good timing. None of my English teachers had ever mentioned her, and the cursory introduction in my old college textbook was no help. The editor said she wrote in “laboring and tedious couplets.” Poor Bradstreet!

But then one of those coincidences happened that change your life. The day before my first class, while I was on my daily run, I noticed a plaque mounted on a stone. It was partially obscured by a large bush, and this made it seem all the more mysterious. Curious, I trotted up the path and read, “Near this spot was the house of Simon Bradstreet, Governor of Massachusetts Bay, 1679-1686 and 1689-1692. His wife, Ann [sic], daughter of Governor Dudley, was the first American poetess. They lived in Ipswich, 1635-44.” Suddenly I wanted to know more about my long-dead neighbor. What was she doing in Ipswich? What was she doing in America in 1635? I had thought only the Pilgrims were here then.

I raced home and studied her poems with sharpened attention. The next day in class I read aloud some of my favorite lines. About being a woman, from “The Prologue”: “I am obnoxious / to each carping tongue / Who says my hand a needle better fits.” About loss, from “Upon the Burning of Our House”: “Here stood my trunk, and there that chest, / There lay that store I counted best. / My pleasant things in ashes lie.” About love, from “To My Dear and Loving Husband”: “If ever two were one, then surely we. / If ever man were loved by wife, then thee; / If ever wife was happy in a man, / Compare with me ye women if you can.” To my amazement, my students liked them. One even asked if we could spend more time on her.

Years have passed since that discovery, and I have read Bradstreet with class after class of students. They have been thrilled by her passion and slang, her formality and humor; and because of their eagerness to know more about her, I soon found myself wondering why she had not been part of my own education in American literature. Nestled right next to her poems in her collected works, there is an astonishingly powerful autobiography, as well as religious meditations, and some reflections in prose. Anne articulates important ideas about what it means to be an American, a mother, and a person of faith during bleak and despairing times. Her writing is unabashedly honest and offers sudden brave glimpses into her struggles and her private ideas.

At the very least she should have turned up as a prominent early-American woman pioneer. She sailed to New England in 1630 at age eighteen, hiked through the first-growth forests with pines as huge as California redwoods, bore eight children in the wilderness, and published the first book of poems from the New World. Yet when I looked her up in the library, few people had written about her. To date there have been only two biographies, the most recent of which was published in 1974, and only one book-length critical study. Lately, it seems, she has become a favorite of literary scholars, perhaps because the immediacy of her voice speaks to contemporary readers. But whatever the reason for this scholarly interest, in general, most people have barely heard of her. Was it really possible that such a likable poet, who lived life on such a magnificent scale, had been so neglected? After all, she had been a celebrity in her own lifetime and had left a substantial body of work, as much as any of our other major writers.

I embarked on a pilgrimage to find Anne. I’ve read countless journals and letters from the time, as well as many books on topics such as seventeenth-century gardening, baking, shipping, economics, weaving, child rearing, courtship practices, theology, and legal codes. As a result, this book has become as much a quest for a lost country as it is for her.

It is difficult to reconstruct the past. In fact, really, it is impossible. There is little physical evidence remaining. Even her house is gone, like most of the dwellings of the early settlers, burned, torn down, crumbled to ash. On their bones, our houses crowd together, huge, windowed, balconied. Cars roar by on the old paths, now paved. I live less than twenty miles from where Anne used to live, but often she feels as far away as the moon.

But one December night I had one of those moments in which she felt close enough to touch. The snow was falling fast—more than a foot that afternoon, and more was piling up. The drifts were as high as the roof of my car. The wind was boiling in off the ocean, and the house shook with each gust of heavy air. This was a real storm, the kind that makes you glad you don’t live in one of the houses on the shore. The sea was gray and smoky, like a cauldron, breaking over the little stone walls of the summer houses.

After supper my family’s lights flickered ominously and then went out. At first the darkness was like an unexpected intermission. We were not cold yet and wouldn’t be for several more hours. Simply, it was dark, dark, dark. We fumbled for flashlights, candles, matches, and once we had found these things, the muted tones of the house, the deep shadows, seemed romantic, as though we were having an extended candlelit dinner. But the wind continued to bang against the walls, the windows rattled, and the inconveniences began. There was no hot water to give my son his nightly bath, no light to read to him by. I couldn’t find his stuffed dog. Once he was tucked in, it was too dark to read my own book, and too cold and noisy. Before long my son was out of bed, crying. The wind would not stop and he could not go to sleep. “It’s too loud, Mommy,” he complained. “It’s cold.” And it was cold, unrelentingly so.

I climbed into bed next to my son, and as we lay there shivering, I knew that this, of course, was how winter was for Anne, but worse. Her house had thinner walls. No foam insulation or storm windows, just panels of wood with clay daubed between the cracks. She and her husband were rich, so they could afford to light a few candles if they chose to, but still they had to use them sparingly. Largely they depended on messy, unreliable lamps fashioned out of pine resin and tar. Their fire would have gone out in such a storm unless they stayed up all night to tend it, and the house would have gotten colder and colder. If I found one night like this almost impossible to bear, how did she find the strength and inspiration not only to survive the wilderness but to stand firm in her faith, and to write? How did she not despair?

THERE IS A JEWISH TRADITION of midrash, which is when the rabbis attempted “to fill in the gaps” of some of the more mystifying biblical stories, such as those of Job or Jonah and the whale, and in many ways that is what these pages have become. By retelling some of the history, the details, and the facts of her time, I have attempted to resurrect Anne and her home in early America. But I have also tried to piece together something more—what it felt like to be one of the first Europeans in America and what Anne, a gently bred, highly educated woman, might have thought, done, and experienced as she struggled through the ordeal of emigration and settling a new country. What was it like to live in a time before electric lights and high heels, before microwaves, blue jeans, and pollution, when the fastest thing around was a seagull or a galloping horse?

Of course, Anne had no idea that she lived “before” anything in particular, any more than we think that the twenty-first century is a time “before.” To us it is always now, modern times. We are the latest thing. So thought Anne, once upon a time. She believed that she was the most modern of the moderns.

Still, the limitations of what we can know, no matter how obsessed we are, have, inevitably, become clear to me. She walks ahead of me and I don’t get to see her face. Was her hair brown or pale? Was she slim? Did she get heavier as she bore her children? Or was she petite, like a bird? What did her voice sound like? Did she argue with her husband? Did she like to cook? Was she as ambitious as I think she was? Would she have approved of my writing about her? But the closer I have drawn, the more she has receded, her figure diminishing, no matter how I strain to catch up. Those shores of early America are irretrievable, as is Anne. I have tried to revive her here, but some of the most important things are bound to be left unknown.


Slender in build,

A narrow, almond-eyed shade,

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

she drifts up from the gaping gold,

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

to the crown of the Now.

—PAUL CELAN, from “In Front of a Candle”


Chapter One

Arrival

AFTER SEVENTY-SEVEN DAYS AT SEA, one Captain Milbourne steered his ship, the Arbella—packed with more than three hundred hungry, exhausted souls—into Salem Harbor, shooting off the ship’s cannon in elation. It was early in the morning of June 12, 1630, a date that would prove to be more fateful to America than the more-famous 1492, but if either the captain or his hapless passengers had expected any kind of fanfare from the New World itself, they were to be disappointed. Far from offering herself up for casual and easy delectation, America hunched like a dark animal, sleeping and black, offering no clues about her contours, let alone the miracles reported by the rumor mill of the 1620s: inland seas, dragons, Indians adorned in golden necklaces, fields sown with diamonds, and bears as tall as windmills.

To the bedraggled individuals who clung to the rails of this huge flagship, once a battleship in the Mediterranean wars against Turkish pirates and now the first vessel of its kind to have successfully limped across the ocean from England, it must have seemed cruel that they would have to wait until dawn before they could glimpse this world that still swam just out of their reach. Most of the passengers, however, were pious individuals and bowed their heads in acquiescence to the Lord’s will. But the few rebellious souls, and there were some notable firebrands onboard the Arbella, could not help but find themselves feeling more discontented than ever.

One in particular, a young woman of about eighteen years, could not subdue her resentment. She wished that the new land would never appear before her eyes, that she had never been ripped away from her beloved England, even that she had perished in the waters they had just crossed rather than face what would come next. Not that she admitted her fears to any of the other passengers pacing on the deck that morning. Anne Dudley Bradstreet was the daughter of Deputy Governor Thomas Dudley, the second in command of the expedition, and was too acutely aware of her responsibilities to show her feelings of resentment.

To her, though, it seemed an outrageous venture to have undertaken. To most English people, it was a foolhardy one as well. With the exception of the notorious Pilgrims, who had arrived in Cape Cod in 1620, whom Captain Milbourne and his passengers regarded as crazed radicals with admirable ideals but little common sense, few Englishmen and even fewer women had braved this terrible journey to Massachusetts. For the weary passengers onboard the Arbella, the greatest challenge they had to stare down was not starvation, storms, plague, whales, or even Indians. Instead it was the astonishing mystery they faced: Where were they going? What would it be like when they set foot on land? America had seemed as impossible as a fairy tale, and yet suddenly, in the next few hours, it was about to become miraculously real.

It was difficult not to speculate. Maybe there would be wild vineyards laden with grapes. Maybe tigers would spring up out of the water. Maybe the settlers would die immediately of some New World fever or get eaten by giant creatures. Maybe, though, they had finally arrived in the land of milk and honey, which was what some of the preachers back home had hinted at. If England was a corrupt country, then America had every possibility of being a new chance, the promised land, a Canaan that offered not only respite but also fame, glory, and God’s approval.

Anne remained unconvinced by such heady forecasts. But she had learned to hide her doubts from those who watched to see how the deputy governor’s eldest daughter behaved. Only many years later did she admit how resistant she had been to coming to America. When “I found a new world and new manners,” she wrote, “my heart rose,” meaning not that she rejoiced but that she retched.1 Certainly she had no idea of the fame that lay ahead for her. Indeed, only a seer, the kind of mystic that Anne would have dismissed as idly superstitious, or worse, as a sinister dabbler in witchcraft, could have prophesied that within twenty years this seemingly unremarkable young woman—intelligent and passionate as she may have been—would spearhead England’s most dramatic venture, the creation of a thriving colony in America, and assume her place as one of the significant people in the English-speaking world.

BUT ALL OF THIS EXCITEMENT AND GOOD FORTUNE lay hidden in the future, while the present consisted of a frightening new continent swathed in darkness. Nor did things improve as the sun grew stronger. The shadows gave way to forest and a beach, and finally, the growing light revealed a rocky, uneven-looking land, remarkable more for what was missing than for what was present.

Here there were no chimneys or steeples. No windmills, crenellated turrets, wheat fields, or cities. No orchards, hedgerows, cottages, or grazing sheep. No shops, carts, or roads to travel on. This was true emptiness. Anne had known this would be the case, but the shock was still overwhelming. Granted, there were also no bishops who hated them, and the merciless king who seemed intent on the destruction of Anne’s people was thousands of miles away. But for this eighteen-year-old and many of her fellow travelers, the thrill of escaping those foes had long since dissipated in the face of the “great waters” they had just crossed. Now, staring at this hulking continent, it was clear to the faithful that only the hand of their God could protect them from the dangers ahead. The only other reassuring consideration was that here was plenty of land for the picking and enough timber for everyone to build a house and barn and keep warm all winter long—a refreshing difference from England, where wood was so scarce that stealing lumber was punishable by death.2

Despite the uncertainty they faced after their long days at sea, most of the travelers were understandably eager to feel solid earth beneath their feet. Before they could disembark, however, Governor John Winthrop, Deputy Governor Dudley, and Anne’s husband, Simon Bradstreet, announced that a small group would go to inspect the settlement in Salem that had been, they hoped, successfully “planted” by the advance party they had sent the year before. This courageous band of men had been charged to clear land, erect homes, and plant crops to help support the Arbella’s passengers when they arrived. But Winthrop and Dudley had received only a few letters from these pioneers, and although they had been optimistic and full of good cheer, no word had been received for many months, triggering concerns that the little group had not survived the winter. Perhaps the new arrivals would find only a shattered village and the dismal remains of their comrades.

No one could discern the settlement’s condition from the Arbella’s anchorage. The great ship had lowered its sails about a mile away from shore to avoid any mishaps with hidden rocks or shallow waters. As a result, they would have to row for nearly an hour to find out what had happened in Salem. Anne may have been one of the few to hope that she would not be on this first exploratory mission ashore. However, it soon became clear that her father expected her, her mother, and her three younger sisters to climb down into the tiny skiff that lay tossing up and down in the waves. None of them could swim. But in Anne’s world, a good daughter was, by definition, someone who obeyed her parents without question, and so she had little choice but to sweep her sisters along and guide them over the rails of the ship.

Over the years, Anne had become accustomed to yielding to Dudley’s outrageous commands, whether they were spurred by his Puritan piety or by his innate sense of adventure. Still, this particular challenge was worse than usual. The tiny boat, or “shallop,” was frighteningly unsteady, and these smaller vessels were notorious for their frequent capsizing. In fact, in the months to come, as boat after boat arrived from England, a few unfortunate individuals who had survived the months at sea would suffer the indignity of drowning a few hundred feet from dry land when their shallops overturned en route to the shore.

The sharp, whitened rocks of New England’s ragged coastline seemed inhospitable and foreign to Anne and her family, but in the years leading up to their migration, these travelers had been prepared by their ministers to view their arrival in the New World as a return of sorts. It was a leap in logic that made sense to a people who had been taught to compare their “bondage” in England to the Israelites’ in Egypt, and who saw their journey to the New World as a reprise of the Jews’ famous exodus to the promised land.

In fact, to seal their intimate relationship with God, some of the most devout Puritans suggested that everyone learn Hebrew, so that the only language spoken in New England would be the same as in Scripture.3 This proposal soon faded away, probably because the non-Puritans onboard complained bitterly. At any rate, such an ambitious project was far too steep for a people who would have to till fields, saw boards, dig wells, slaughter pigs, and fend off diseases, wolves, and other wild creatures from the moment they stepped ashore.

As the water splashed over the bow of the flimsy boat and a strange land loomed ahead, Anne knew she was not supposed to be yearning for the Old World. But for someone who had loved her life in England as much as Anne had, this was a difficult proposition.4 Even if the Old World had truly been the “Egypt” of her captivity, as they drew closer to the shore, America gave no evidence of being the biblical land of vineyards, honey, and olive trees that her father had promised her. Instead, it soon became clear that a disaster had occurred.

The tiny colony had all but collapsed during the winter. What remained was truly a pitiful sight: just a few acres of cleared land, littered with a motley collection of thatch-roofed huts and hovels. The surrounding forest contained the tallest, widest trees Anne had ever seen, and the two-hundred-foot pines seemed like gigantic monstrosities, terrible deviations that bore little resemblance to the slender poplars, willows, and ashes back home. If the size of the trees was any indication, what of the wild creatures that lurked in their shade?

The inhabitants of Salem who had come out onto the beach to greet them were even more dreadful to look at than the landscape. Many of them appeared to be weaker than the sickest passengers on the Arbella, with their bones visible through papery skin. The outpost, it turned out, had endured a brutal winter, losing eighty people to starvation and illness. The survivors seemed lethargic and defeated. Many were invalids or were disoriented, withdrawn, and sullen, as is often the case with people suffering from scurvy, one of the diseases responsible for the devastation. Some of these sad souls also exhibited an incoherence that suggested they were drunk, while others seemed strangely drugged from the strong Indian tobacco that they smoked incessantly.5

For once, Anne could take comfort from the fact that she was not alone in her misgivings. It was clear to Winthrop, and Dudley, too, that Salem was not Canaan. Despite the coolness of their sea-soaked clothes, the summer heat was oppressive. The stench given off by the little settlement was rancid and nauseating, its weak residents having resorted to emptying their bowels behind their own homesteads, covering the fecal matter with dirt. To the newcomers, it seemed that the Englishmen they had sent to improve the land had instead deteriorated into savages, and that the wilderness, instead of being subdued, had succeeded in toppling the forces of civilization.

Further proof lay in the fact that the settlers had been unable to create adequate shelter for themselves. The laziest had dug caves in the hillside. Others had erected flimsy wooden huts. At best these structures had a wattle-and-daub chimney, a wooden door if the denizens had been industrious, and sometimes one small paper window. The dirt floors of all these dwellings were lined with reeds and wild grasses in a futile attempt to ward off the rain, cold, and damp.

To the new arrivals, however, the structures that were most disturbing were the odd “English wigwams.” These were made from “small poles prick’t into the ground” that were “bended and fastened at the tops.” Like tepees, they were “matted with boughs and covered with sedge and old mats.” Copied as they were from Indian dwellings, these tiny hovels could only appear “little and homely” to the eyes of the English, since anything Indian was not worthy of Christians like themselves.6

With this array of miserable homesteads, no one was even slightly heartened by the majesty of the pine groves, the gloriously uneven headlands, or even the blue noontime sky. Instead the land seemed lifeless, full of death and waste. Of course, this was an astonishingly arrogant viewpoint. New England was far from being the “empty” land that the English proclaimed it to be in order to assert their rights. In fact, this “desert,” as the Puritans called it, had been cleared for centuries by the Massachusetts, the tribe that dominated the bay region.

Though their numbers had been depleted by contact with the 1620 Pilgrims and their diseases, especially smallpox, the best estimations of Indian population suggest that as many as one hundred thousand Native Americans continued to make their living along the shores of the bay. It should have been obvious to the Puritan leaders that the land had been cleared before. The groves that the settlers had at first termed “untrackable” were in fact full of paths and almost entirely free of undergrowth thanks to the Indians’ forestry skills. But most settlers, including Anne, saw the improvements that the Indians had made to the land as a divine gift rather than as a sign of Indian expertise.

Needing to rest after their long morning’s journey, Anne, her husband, and the other leaders repaired to what the settlers called the “great house,” where Governor John Endecott, the gruff old soldier who had headed the advance party, made his home. This simple wooden structure, which had only two rooms on the ground floor and two rooms above, had originally housed the first Englishmen who had attempted to make a living from fishing the Cape Ann waters. The house had been floated, intact, along the shore from Gloucester; no one in Salem had attempted to build such a structure. Although to Anne it seemed like the house of a poor peasant family, it was the height of technological achievement for the colonists. Its boards alone represented long hours of labor in a sawpit.

Once inside, there were not enough chairs and benches to go around. The two tiny rooms were dank and smelled of old smoke, sweat, and dirty linens. Yet despite their poverty, Endecott and his men used up the last of their provisions and prepared a delicious meal of “good venison pasty and good beer”—a supper fit for princes back home in England.7 The tales they had to tell, however, were every bit as grim as Salem itself. The winter had been colder than anything they had ever experienced. The food supplies of the poorest settlers had run out. They had had to rely on help from the Indians and from the few scattered old planters, adventurous Englishmen who had come to New England a few years earlier. These men were generous with aid even though Endecott had asked them to leave their plots in Salem to make room for Winthrop’s party. But this kind of scattered assistance could do little to ward off the disaster they faced, and even Endecott and his second in command, the minister Francis Higginson, had been weakened by their travails.

It was with dismay, then, that the Salem men discovered that Winthrop’s people had actually looked forward to being fed by their struggling little community. Endecott had been counting on the arrival of fresh supplies from the Winthrop fleet; now a crisis seemed imminent. Somehow Dudley and Winthrop would have to solve the problem of food and shelter before the treacherous frosts brought them to their deaths, and they would have to do this without any help from the Salem party. In fact, the Arbella’s leaders felt that the frailty of the little settlement could easily demoralize the rest of the passengers.

Impelled no doubt by anxiety—it was already June, and everyone knew they had no time to plant crops, very little food left, and only a few months to erect homes—Winthrop and Dudley got right down to business, brusquely relieving Endecott of his command and asserting their own leadership. This is no more than Endecott expected, and he told the leaders about a deserted Indian settlement taken over by some of the Salemites who had been desperate for a fresh start and “champion land.” The English had named the place Charlestown, and Endecott emphasized that not only was it just a short sail away but there was also plenty of tillage suitable for planting. He had even had his men build a simple house and temporary structures there for members of Winthrop’s party to inhabit.8

Endecott’s idea suited Winthrop and Dudley, who were eager to put some distance between their own party and the squalor of Salem. Although Anne must have been relieved as it gradually became clear that they would not have to stay in the depressing settlement, the idea of continuing their journey only raised more questions. What would they find farther south? Charlestown was a vague, shadowy place. While Winthrop and Dudley finalized their plans to go farther down the coast, Anne, her mother and sisters, and their friends soon discovered that peeking out of the undergrowth were wild strawberries. When they ventured a little way from the great house, they found that the ground was carpeted with the fruit and with the white flowers that promised more.

To the women, this bounty seemed to have sprung out of the earth unbidden. But here was another example of the industry of the Indians, who had followed an ingenious agricultural rotation of fields, clearing more land than they needed so that some of the earth could stand fallow. As a result, almost no soil erosion had occurred; the earth was rich with nutrients. Since the epidemic that had reduced their numbers, the Indians had left the ground untilled for a number of years, giving the wild fruits of the region the freedom to multiply.9

The women spent the rest of their afternoon in a paradise they had not anticipated. The weather was warm, the air was gentle, and as the daylight glimmered into evening, they rejoiced not only in the sweet fruit but also in the simple pleasure of being on shore. Maybe Eden was not so far off. But in case any of the berry pickers had forgotten they were not in the calm of the English countryside, as night fell, an unfamiliar pest began to swarm around their necks, ears, and eyes. Mosquitoes. There had been no such insects back in England. English gnats were small and persistent, but they were nowhere near as fierce as these American insects. No amount of swatting could clear away the ruthless clouds, so the women hastily headed back to shelter.

When they had reached the safety of Endecott’s great house, however, Anne and the others encountered a group of strange-looking men standing near the fire inside the old governor’s dwelling. The first Indians Anne had ever seen had come to investigate the arrival of the new English boat. Even from a safe distance, Anne could smell the bitter odor from the herbs they had painted on their skin to defend against insects, various diseases, and the white man. And they were almost completely bare. Their chests and legs were shiny, hairless, muscled, and lean. They wore their hair long and loose like a woman getting ready for bed; a few even had on ropes of shell necklaces.

Englishwomen were not allowed to gaze upon naked men—if indeed these Indians were entirely male. To the English, the Indians seemed a confusing mix of male and female, smooth and hard, warrior and girl, and such confusion was unacceptable. Indeed, English society was grounded in the distinctions between the sexes. Anne’s own roles in life—dutiful daughter and loving wife—were predicated on these assumptions; the Indians’ apparent disregard for everything that she had been trained to value was deeply disturbing.

After a series of awkward exchanges, characterized by the incomprehensible formality of the Indians and the short bursts of translation by one of the old planters who spoke a little of their language, it soon became clear that the Indians would like to examine the Arbella. It was at this point that Anne, her sisters, and the other women appear to have made their first independent decision of the day. Winthrop reported that the ladies elected to stay on land and camp out with the colonists.10

Despite the welcome novelty of finally sleeping on land again, for Anne and her companions there was no escaping the fact that this new country was more unpleasant and far more strange than anyone had realized it would be. As she tried to go to sleep, the distant howls of wild animals shook the night air, and Anne wondered how long she would be able to endure this terrible new country.

Unfortunately, her fears were well founded. Between April and December of that first year, more than two hundred of the one thousand immigrants died. Two hundred more fled back to England on the first available boat. One colonist, Edward Johnson, reported that “almost in every family lamentation, mourning, and woe was heard.”11

But good fortune lay ahead, too. Against all odds and in the midst of unthinkable hardships—privation, freezing cold and blistering heat, hunger, disease, loneliness, and self-doubt—Anne would raise eight children to adulthood, help found three different towns, and run the family’s busy household. Even more remarkably, she would find the strength and the time to write verse, diligently and fiercely, until finally in 1650 she had compiled enough poems to publish a book, The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America. To her surprise, her words would catch fire and she would become the voice of an era and of a new country. Having composed the anthems of a faith, she would be famous.

Anne Bradstreet’s work would challenge English politics, take on the steepest theological debates, and dissect the history of civilization. She would take each issue by the scruff of the neck and shake hard until the stuffing spilled out; no important topic of the day would be off-limits, from the beheading of the English king to the ascendancy of Puritanism, from the future of England to the question of women’s intellectual powers. Furthermore, she would shock Londoners into enraged attention by predicting that America would one day save the English-speaking world from destruction. Hers would be the first poet’s voice, male or female, to be heard from the wilderness of the New World.

What would draw people to her was not just the glitter of her words but the story that lay behind the poems, a story that began in England long before The Tenth Muse, and long before the day she set sail on the first boat of the Great Migration to America. Not that Anne could have imagined such an extraordinary future for herself when she was growing up back in England, a well-bred gentleman’s daughter. If she wanted anything back then, it was to stay in one familiar place and learn to be a good Christian wife and mother.


Chapter Two

Lilies and Thorns

IN 1620 A TERRIFYING JOURNEY across the Atlantic would have seemed impossible to eight-year-old Anne. The sort of travel she was accustomed to was the fifteen-mile road to St. Botolph’s Church from her home at Sempringham Manor in Lincolnshire. This dirt wagon trail made its way through marshlands of reed beds and scrub, the black earth damp from the frequent drizzle, the sky teeming with waterbirds, warblers, and terns. Travel here was almost always slow and difficult; depending on the condition of the horse, the wagon, and the road, it could take three hours or longer, especially in foul weather, when the ground was slick with layers of mud. Worst of all, with few trees on this vast, flat plain, there was no barrier to protect travelers from the bitter winds that swept across the low-lying county, even in the summer.

Naturally, none of these hardships bothered Dudley, and so it was on this blustery path, which had become the most well-traveled thoroughfare in the county, that Anne and her family began their Saturday pilgrimages to hear the popular minister John Cotton preach. For most young girls, such an uncomfortable journey might have been unbearable, but for Anne it quickly became a hallowed routine. Their destination was well worth the unpleasantness of the trip, and the wearisome hours she spent in the open wagon gave her plenty of time to think. Bundled in her thickest wool cloak, she could lose herself in her ideas, huddling close with her mother and younger sisters for warmth, while her father and her brother, Samuel, sat in the high driving seat, prodding the horse on.

The proximity of St. Botolph’s was one of the benefits of Dudley’s move to this region of England in the first place. Anne’s father had instilled a sense of Botolph’s sacred importance in all of his children, so that all week long, Anne impatiently awaited sitting in the grand nave of the most beautiful church in the county. It was here that she listened to the sermons of her beloved minister, the man who was the pillar of the tightly knit Puritan community in Lincolnshire. In fact, from the windows of her new home at Sempringham Manor, Anne had a splendid view of the fens and of St. Botolph’s in the distance, a comforting reminder of Cotton’s steadfast presence in her life.

At 280 feet tall, the tower of the minister’s church was impressive, with an octagonal lantern at the top, known as “the stump,” dominating the landscape for thirty miles around and looming over the town of Boston, where the church was built in 1341. Sailors depended on St. Botolph’s as their guide as they braved the voyage over the stormy North Sea from Holland. For Anne and her family, the yellow stone was also a reassuring beacon during the tumultuous years of the 1620s; it pointed them toward their wise minister and his vision of a redeemed England, a country that would finally be cleansed of what Cotton called “great blasphemies” and “desperate deceit and wickedness.”1

Cotton invoked Botolph’s dramatic architecture frequently in his sermons, pointing up to “the stump” and telling his parishioners to “let the name of the Lord be your strong Tower.”2 They must steer their lives in the direction of the true God, he said, just as they directed their journeys by the sighting of his church. Anne took her minister’s lessons so seriously that she “could not be at rest ’till by prayer I had confessed [my sins] unto God.”3 Riding to Boston alongside her prattling younger sisters, Patience, Sarah, and Mercy, who in Anne’s opinion were remarkably untroubled by the significance of what lay ahead, she was often overcome with anxiety. As they drew nearer to the church, she grew increasingly “beclouded . . . with fear,” certain that she had fallen short of her spiritual ambitions yet again. With each jounce of the wagon, she silently counted her various misdeeds—“lying disobedience to parents”—feeling she was in what she called “a great trouble” and had been “overtaken with evils.”4

It was not that Anne was a morbid child by nature, but Dudley had taught her that “doubts and feares” could be gratifying evidence of what her family considered a “true faith” in God. Anne was already an exceptionally bright, perceptive girl who had begun “to make conscience” of her ways at age six.5 She was used to hearing her parents and their friends lament their wickedness, a practice the Puritans paradoxically saw as virtuous. One family friend, the minister Thomas Shepard, reflected, “I saw my evils and resolved with more care to walk with [God].”6 Consequently, Anne understood that it was her duty to know precisely what behavior was sinful and what was not. Her parents, Thomas and Dorothy, were two of Cotton’s most devout followers and among the most respected Puritans in the county. Indeed, there was nothing Anne desired more than to measure up to their rigid if slightly contradictory expectations of her, particularly her father’s.

Anne admired Dudley more than anyone else on earth, but her father was an imperious man and could be intimidating. Born in the quiet backwater village of Yardley Hastings in 1576, Dudley had been orphaned at age twelve and taken in by a fellowship of Puritan “brethren.” Attracted to the staunch conviction of the ministers and their warm, affectionate community, he was converted to their faith before he was twenty.

These Protestants based their lives on the close study of Scripture and were dedicated to evoking a passion for God in their followers. They held that God had already predetermined who was chosen for heaven and who would suffer the torments of hell. But the paradox of Puritanism was that, damned or not—God’s choices were inscrutable—one still had to strive to fulfill His commandments. Without any certain hope of reward, one had to try to rid oneself of sin and follow Him with a pure and lively heart. To Dudley the challenge of serving God with all of his being, when he might in fact be doomed, was strangely appealing; he spent his life pursuing seemingly unattainable goals. It also suited his ambitious nature to join a group whose members sought to triumph over “the dead, heartless, blind works” of most congregations and instill emotion and idealism in the Church of England as a whole.7

Thomas Dudley’s unbridled enthusiasm for Puritan theology, which emphasized the scholarly tools of reading and writing for the study of the Bible, only served to deepen his innate love for literature. Intelligent and widely read, Dudley had taught himself Latin, wrote learned poetry, and pored over the Elizabethan poets Sidney and Spenser, as well as Raleigh’s History of the World; Burton’s philosophical text, Anatomy of Melancholy; and Bacon’s exploration of the new scientific methods in his Essays.

Among the most educated men of his milieu, by all accounts Dudley was arrogant and used to getting his own way. Socially ambitious, he loved the well-mannered company and educated conversation of the highly born. As an astute financial manager, he also had to reconcile his desire for earthly fortune and fame with the Puritan idea that his ambition, as his daughter wrote, “lay above.”8

But Dudley, at least in his own mind, had little difficulty being true to his Puritan beliefs. He had been taught by his ministers that his task as a father was to ensure that his son and daughters understood their essential sinfulness and helplessness in the face of God’s almighty will. If any of his children dared to forget a section of their daily catechism, neglected their study of Scripture, resisted scrutinizing their conscience, or simply appeared, as Anne wrote in later years, to scorn God and “too much . . . love” the world and all of its temptations, Dudley did not hesitate to shame and chastise them. His punishments could be so severe that Anne called him “a whip and maul,” but Dudley was convinced, and his children were supposed to understand, that this was the stern nature of true paternal love.9 To feel the glory of God’s might, the good Puritan needed to be aware of his own deficiencies. So, as a good father, it was Dudley’s job to make sure his children knew how flawed they were.

Dudley fought his own fear of eternal damnation by striving for perfection. Driven by his compulsion for self-improvement and by his urge to create a better, more “godly” world sooner rather than later, he was prone to utopian visions, an inclination he shared with John Cotton. But Dudley was never content to let these visions remain unrealized. Eager to risk everything for the sake of his God, he saw himself as a kind of Puritan knight ready to do battle for his cause. An adventurer at heart, one of his first impulses as a young man was to dash off to France to captain troops in a fight against Catholic Spain.

Dudley held his children to the same high standards he demanded from himself. But he was also capable of being “mild and wise,” as Anne once wrote. Having recognized in Anne a powerful intellect and a spiritual intensity that might one day match his own, Dudley had chosen her as his favorite from the beginning. He took a keen interest in her education, instructing her in English history and literature as well as in theology and the Scriptures. Anne, in turn, rewarded her father with her abiding love, declaring he was her “guide” and praying she would one day emulate his unshakable faith.10

Watching Anne brood over her conscience and strive to master her lessons, Dudley realized that his daughter had fallen heir to his heroic perfectionism. Although he had managed to channel his zeal into an energetic commitment to Puritanism, Anne would wrestle with this irrepressible legacy throughout her life. She yearned, as she wrote, to “tast[e] of that hidden manna that the world knows not . . . and have resolved with myself that against such a promise, such tastes of sweetness, the gates of hell shall never prevail; yet have I many times sinkings and droopings.” But since Puritanism held that there was no possibility of ever attaining complete union with God—human beings were inherently sinful and God was a mystery—she knew that her desires for what she termed “the witness of His holy spirit” often came from insecurity and vanity.11

In a society where a woman was expected to be docile, humble, and quietly submissive, there was little opportunity for Anne to voice these doubts and ambitions. Her brother, Samuel, who was four years older, sat next to Dudley on the journeys to Boston and had the chance to engage their father in important theological discussions. As the eldest girl in the family, Anne had other tasks she had to perform.

For Anne’s mother, Dorothy, the idle hours in the wagon offered the opportunity to teach her daughter how to be a good wife and mother. Descended from a “substantial yeoman,” Dorothy was the embodiment of the virtuous Puritan woman.12 She was, Anne wrote, “religious in all her words and ways,” devoting “constant hours” to private meditation and prayer at the same time that she was “an obedient wife” and a “loving mother.” She was also a stern taskmaster, ruled the household with an iron will, and was regarded by both her servants and her children as so “wisely aweful,” or awe inspiring, that she merited their utmost obedience.13

Because Dorothy had no other ambition than to support her husband and provide her children with a good religious education, she took it upon herself to tame her precocious daughter’s spirit, to teach her womanly virtues—restraint, modesty, and selflessness—that Anne would struggle with for the rest of her life.

On the long Saturday journeys toward Botolph’s, the family could see windmills turning while sheep grazed on the low smooth hills and the clouds rolled by overhead. It was a vista not unlike those painted by the Dutch landscape painter Jacob van Ruisdael, and in fact, the fen country, wedged between East Anglia to the south and Yorkshire to the north, was so similar to the Netherlands that it was often called the Holland of England.

When Anne and her family moved to Lincolnshire, its rushes and swampy reed beds were being transformed into farmland, and the Dudleys could see the beginnings of rich, fertile pastures along their route, as well as innumerable church steeples.14 Unlike St. Botolph’s, which was the spiritual landmark of Lincolnshire and therefore the largest church in the county, these village churches were small, constructed of roughly hewn stone, with simple designs carved on the doors and on the columns inside. That the landscape was dotted with these abundant but unpretentious structures was gratifying to Anne and her family. The Dudleys did not have a particularly romantic view of nature and preferred to see signs of Christian civilization; each steeple that pointed up to the sky was a kind of triumph over the wilderness.

Eventually, the calm of the countryside gave way to the crowds, shouts, and smells of the boisterous city. As the center of the busy wool trade, Boston was the second-largest port in England, with a chaotic web of crisscrossing lanes and alleys, and redbrick buildings with brightly painted doors and windows.

To the Dudleys, however, Boston was much more than a bustling market town. It was a sacred location imbued with prophetic importance, starting with its name, which came from the phrase “Botolph’s stone,” after the Christian martyr who in the ninth century converted the savage Anglo-Saxons. Tradition had it that he had used one of the pale stones from the countryside to convince the locals of the truth of the Gospels. For those as steeped in Scripture as Anne and her family, this story was believable, since the chalky boulders that surrounded Boston did indeed seem to recall the white stone of the apocalypse described in the book of Revelation.

The town itself often seemed in danger of a watery disaster on a biblical scale. Boston was bordered by the Witham, an estuary too shallow to sustain the frequent surges of the tide; when the sea was high, the waves rolled in and out of the town with such frequency that most residents had built flood steps to protect their homes. The Dudley children had come to expect that they might be forced to wade to the church door, but a little floodwater could not deter them from their goal; wet feet were a small price to pay for the opportunity to hear Cotton speak.

Puritans from every corner of Lincolnshire joined Anne’s family at St. Botolph’s. When the Dudleys had moved to Sempringham, ministers like Cotton, who disagreed with many of the state’s policies regarding the governance of the church, were just beginning to be persecuted. By the end of the decade, the king’s bishops would sweep through the country, removing hundreds of these dissenting Puritan ministers from their pulpits and replacing them with their enemies, Anglican divines whom the dissenters called “Dumme Dogges,” “Destroyeing Drones,” or “Caterpillars of the Word.”15

Handsome and charismatic, Cotton was the kind of man who was able to circumvent this royal system until 1633. Instead of challenging the bishops and the king directly, he quietly protested the ecclesiastical dictates of the Stuart kings—first James, who was crowned in 1603, and later Charles, who acceded in 1625. He refused to read from the newly issued Book of Common Prayer, kneel at Communion, use the sign of the cross, wear surplices, or allow the unsanctified to participate in the rites of the church.

Fortunately for Cotton, he was somewhat insulated from the Anglican authorities, because Lincolnshire was geographically secluded from the rest of England.16 Surrounded by the fens and a great watery inlet known as the Wash, this protected enclave had long been a refuge for renegades; the conquered Britons retreated here after the Saxons invaded in the fifth century, and later the Saxons themselves fled to the fen country after the Normans invaded England in 1066. The earls of London had been remarkably sympathetic to the Puritan cause ever since the early sixteenth century, when King Henry VIII dissolved Lincoln’s monasteries and granted the monastic lands to the first earl. By 1620 the county had a Puritan community fifteen thousand strong, and Boston, its central gathering place, was a cauldron of dissent.

Dudley made sure all of his children, especially Anne, understood the bracing history of their new home; because of its isolation, Lincolnshire had long fostered independent thinkers. Reputedly, Henry VIII had once complained that the people of Lincoln were “presumptuous” and “the most brute and beastly of the whole realm,” though this was probably due to the fact that it was here that he discovered his wife Catherine Howard’s adulterous affair. The county seems to have bred unorthodox souls—Captain John Smith, the famous explorer; John Wesley, the Methodist evangelist; Sir Isaac Newton, the eccentric mathematician and theologian; and most important to Dudley, John Foxe, the Protestant author of The Book of Martyrs, from which Anne could probably recite by heart. 

Thus, while dissenters in other counties faced increasing discrimination and persecution, Cotton was protected by Lincolnshire’s politically astute Puritans. He managed to remain on the pulpit of Botolph’s throughout this dangerous decade, much to the relief and gratitude of Anne and her family, who looked to him for guidance as England seemed to crumble around them.

AFTER THE DUDLEYS ARRIVED in Boston on Saturday evenings, they often spent a festive night eating “ribs of beef and many a pie” or “hot sheeps feet and mackerel” and drinking ale and hard cider in the earl’s town residence.17 These were lively evenings, but in the mornings there was church to face. Each Sunday Anne waited outside St. Botolph’s, alongside her family, Cotton, and the other like-minded parishioners, sometimes for hours, until the town’s new Anglican chaplain, Edward Wright, had performed the rites that Cotton and his followers deemed blasphemous. John Cotton was calmly insistent about not going inside because even being in the same room with Wright, who genuflected, wore elaborate vestments, made the sign of the cross, bowed toward the altar, and altogether behaved like a Catholic priest, was dangerous for the souls of “true believers.” He had handpicked the members of Botolph’s whom he considered the elect, including Anne and her family. This “tighter inner group [of] saints” excluded the individuals Cotton deemed unworthy, such as Anglicans, so that his special souls would not learn any bad habits. To reinforce this point, he preached that his chosen ones, the Puritans, were as “a lily among thorns,” the thorns being the “notorious wicked ones” among whom the faithful were forced to live.18 Over time, as more Puritan preachers were “ferrited” out of their pulpits and Botolph’s became one of the few places left where one could go to hear a true dissenter preach, Cotton’s fame increased, as did the prestige of his followers, at least in Puritan circles.19

But it was not easy to be one of Cotton’s saints. Anne was not always sure she deserved such an honor. Insecurity and self-doubt besieged her; she wondered if she could ever live up to her father’s ideals or abide by the kind of humble resignation her mother required of her. All too often she was tempted to “neglect [her] . . . duties,” though she was sure that if she failed in any of her responsibilities, a terrible fate awaited her, and she feared she would be visited by Satan. At night, when her parents instructed her to review her spiritual condition and to make her peace with God in case she died before waking, Anne felt profoundly discouraged by her moral weaknesses. The blessings most Puritan children had to learn by heart had little solace to offer: “At night, lye down prepar’d to have / Thy sleep, thy death, thy bed, thy grave” or “From Death’s arrest no Age is free, Young children too may die.”20

According to Puritan theology, desolation was evidence of God’s great love; it kept one from the even graver sins of self-deception and hypocrisy and encouraged one to seek help from God. For her own protection, Dudley instructed his daughter that “inward peace” was always to be distrusted, as it might have been sent by Satan himself to tempt the poor Puritan into a slothful state.

Given this paradoxical theology and her parents’ impossible strictures, John Cotton’s words were indispensable salves. If Anne did confess her fears to her minister, he would have listened carefully and, instead of chastising her, would have selected appropriate passages to read from Scripture, such as “upon this rock Christ Jesus will I build my faith,” a phrase that, she reported years later, never failed to quiet her “heart.”21

Anne was fortunate to sit near the pulpit, where she could closely observe her beloved minister. As one of the more prominent Puritan families, the Dudleys were given pews up front. The women and children sat on one side, the men on the other, and the peasants crowded in back, three or four hundred people deep. One of the most famous orators of his generation, Cotton used what the Puritans called the “plaine style” of preaching, avoiding learned allusions and fanciful metaphors in order to reach the hearts of his listeners. His parishioners often felt that he entered their innermost thoughts, heard their fears, hopes, and jealousies. In his “melting way,” he assured them that there was godliness in every one of their daily acts, from sweeping the house to carving meat for dinner.22 Each quotidian moment of their seemingly unimportant lives was really a sacred drama in the battle between Satan and God, evil and good, chaos and order.

Sitting with her mother and sisters, Anne could also observe the other women, and there was one in particular whom she could not help but admire. Her name was Anne Hutchinson, and at age thirty-two, she was already a legend. Hutchinson was notable for her “nimble wit” and “active spirit,” as well as for being warm and outgoing, with “a very voluble tongue.”23 Hutchinson’s unconventional behavior contrasted sharply with that of Anne’s mother. Like the Dudleys, Hutchinson was devoted to Cotton, and she and her wealthy merchant husband traveled many miles to attend St. Botolph’s. Whether she was talking earnestly about Cotton’s sermons or sitting quietly with a group of women discussing the state of their souls, Hutchinson had a dazzling presence that always placed her at the center of things. No one seemed to mind her confidence or her outspokenness. Instead, famously devout, she was held in high esteem by women for her midwifery skills and her spiritual counsel, and she was equally respected by the men. To the young Anne, whose own intellectual life was beginning to bloom, Hutchinson’s accomplishments and intelligence must have been inspiring. Certainly, her forthright behavior suggested that there was more than one way to be a good Puritan woman.

Anne Dudley and Anne Hutchinson were likely both in Botolph’s when they first heard Cotton’s dream of a “City of God” populated only by saints. The promise of the New Testament was one of the unifying themes of Cotton’s sermons; he taught his parishioners to yearn for a “new” England, one free from Rome’s taint. The Anglican Church was failing, he said, and it must be restored to its scriptural purity, or else even the godly Puritans would suffer the Almighty’s wrath.

Cotton’s vision of a redeemed church and a fresh new world inspired many, but no one was more intrigued by the idea than Thomas Dudley. The wistful Cotton conceived of this new England in purely symbolic terms; he was not preaching emigration, and he never fully believed that such a world could come into being. But Dudley took Cotton’s words literally, beginning to imagine how he might create a real “new” England, knowing it would have to be somewhere far away from the corruption of the old. Not surprisingly, when Dudley began to discuss utopian ventures overseas with other restless Puritans, Cotton argued that England must be reformed from the inside. “The Beast,” or the Antichrist, must be driven out, Cotton said, and his flock must remain, resisting the temptation to sail away to nearby Holland, which had a thriving Puritan community, or to the faraway English colony in Barbados.

But these subtleties were lost on Thomas Dudley. Cotton’s vision had, though inadvertently, laid the groundwork for the idea of a Puritan “remove.” Ironically, Cotton himself would take far longer than his parishioners to be convinced that establishing a new England across the sea was the answer to their crisis. In fact, Cotton was so concerned that his flock might abandon England that he deepened his emphasis on compromise. He agreed with Thomas Shepard, a fellow minister, who wrote, “The Lord [makes] me feare . . . running too far in a way of separation from the mixt, [or England].”24 For a time, Cotton’s appeals succeeded in quelling any rash decisions that Dudley and his friends might make. These men respected Cotton’s tempering words and loved England too much to launch themselves immediately into leaving their country behind.

For the young Anne, Cotton’s moderate response to the political climate was probably more congenial than her father’s more extremist position. But she was fortunate to be exposed to the ideas of both men, as well as those of her mother. When she came of age, her thinking would be tinged with her father’s utopian politics, Cotton’s gentle spiritual lessons, and her mother’s pragmatic teachings about the humble place of women in this world and the next.


Chapter Three

Sempringham

ANNE’S EDUCATION DID NOT only consist of her visits to St. Botolph’s. The medieval halls of her childhood home were dark and forbidding, but it was in these cavernous rooms that Anne received the extraordinary gift of a nobleman’s education. Her father’s arrogance and ambition would turn out to be a blessing for Anne’s literary future.

She was eight years old when Dudley accepted an offer to serve as steward to the Earl of Lincoln and moved his family to the young lord’s grand manor at Sempringham. The position, a combination of business manager, lawyer, and secretary, was a plum situation for Dudley, who had had to endure two years of unemployment before finding this opportunity. Most employers regarded Puritans as rabble-rousers intent on undermining the government’s God-given authority, not as individuals to depend on. But fortunately, the twenty-year-old Earl of Lincoln, Theophilus Fiennes-Clinton, had been raised as a Puritan and was sympathetic to Dudley’s ideals.

Serving under one of the most highly placed noblemen in the country suited Anne’s father’s grandiose beliefs about his destiny and that of his family. It was also in accordance with his view of Puritan theology: a pious father should enhance his wealth and status so his family could fulfill God’s will on earth more effectively. In 1620, the year Dudley took the position at Sempringham, his four children—Samuel, Anne, Patience, and Sarah—were, respectively, twelve, eight, four, and two, and Dorothy was pregnant with a fifth baby. The rich benefits his son and daughters would receive from life on such a luxurious estate included an upper-class education as well as an assured knowledge of aristocratic manners.

Just how important these lessons were was self-evident to Dudley, as he had once worked as a page to the Earl of Northampton at the magnificent Castle Ashby. The world that he had found there was overwhelmingly sophisticated and urbane, and it brimmed with rules you had to learn fast if you wanted to survive. Social standing determined where you sat at banquets, what kind of overnight accommodations you merited, what sort of clothes you could wear, whom you could talk to, and which servants waited upon you. As a result, Dudley was a stickler for pristine etiquette and social distinctions, and he would pass on to his children a sense that the Dudley family was slightly more refined, and certainly more elegant, than others.

When Anne was first plunged into life at Sempringham, the contrast between her family’s old home in Northamptonshire and the manor was overwhelming. For the first eight years of her life she had lived in a simple Puritan cottage. Now she had to learn to navigate the rambling corridors of a sprawling mansion. Instead of living a quiet life with her family and a few servants, she now lived in the midst of a bustling nobleman’s estate. At least fifty servants staffed Sempringham, and famous visitors often came for extended stays. Theophilus’s own family was huge. The earl had eight younger brothers and sisters, all of whom still lived at home when Anne took up residence in the manor.

Once they arrived, Dudley was far too busy to help his family get acclimated to their new environment. He was acutely aware of the young lord’s dire financial situation—Theophilus owed creditors almost twenty thousand pounds, thanks to his dead father’s excesses. Immediately, Dudley cut back on the laborers’ pay and urged the earl to raise his tenants’ rents as well as their annual contribution to the estate at harvesttime.1 Naturally, those under his rule resented him, but Dudley did not seem to mind his unpopularity. He glared at people as though he would like to boss them around, or at least improve their manners. He held his chin up higher than was strictly necessary and stared as if he were boring a hole straight into the earth. His eyebrows were delicate and slightly arched, which lent his gaze an air of contempt or, perhaps, of inquiry. In keeping with his aristocratic leanings, he dressed in a far more elegant manner than most of his compatriots. In the one remaining portrait of him, he has on a creamy, silken tie, loosely knotted at his throat, rather than the enormous stiff collars of his colleagues. He made it clear that he was not a man to be trifled with and that his displeasure could harm his opponents in real and frightening ways. Dudley felt it was his job to improve the earl’s estate, and he did this as directly and speedily as he could, producing extraordinary results. Within a few years, Theophilus was not only solvent but a wealthy young man.

Of course, there was another reason Dudley had no difficulty ignoring the complaints of the farmers. He saw harshness as his duty because he understood his role as steward in biblical terms. As Cotton Mather, the Puritan apologist of the next generation, would write many years later, Dudley would be as “Joseph was to Pharaoh in Egypt.”2 From the Puritan perspective, it was Dudley’s “calling” to increase Theophilus’s wealth.

As Dudley’s oldest daughter, Anne soon became aware of her father’s notoriety among the tenant farmers but fiercely defended him against his enemies, just as she would throughout her life whenever Dudley’s firmness met with criticism. Later she would write:

Who is’t can tax thee ought, but for thy zeal?

Truth’s friend thou wert, to errors still a foe,

Which caused apostates to malign so.3

Still, it was difficult to be a child of the unpopular steward, and it was with some relief that Anne encountered a new personage in her life—the powerful woman who ruled the household, Theophilus’s mother, the dowager countess, Elizabeth. Never before had Anne met such an impressive female. Here was a woman who was completely unafraid of Dudley and who was actually his social superior. For Anne it must have been a complicated and liberating experience to see the man she thought ruled the world bow to the will of another—a noble, of course, but a woman all the same. Stickler that he was for elegant manners, Dudley always addressed Elizabeth by her full title, effectively demonstrating his own perfect breeding but also his own capacity for deference—a new side of his character as far as Anne was concerned.

Aristocrats had rarely crossed her path before. Now, thrown into the midst of the earl’s family with the eccentric Elizabeth in charge, Anne entered a wholly new world of complicated manners, politics, and intrigue. She was used to her mother’s quiet simplicity, while Elizabeth was famous for her outspokenness. The dowager believed that women were capable of far more than most people believed, and she made no bones about it. A deeply literate, redoubtable lady of not much beauty, who was famous for her own excellent education, Elizabeth was dedicated to the intellectual advancement of other noblewomen. She had even written a learned treatise on child rearing that promoted breast-feeding, a novel idea for most ladies, as they had been taught that they were too frail to feed their own babies and should employ wet nurses.4 As the mother of five daughters, the soon-to-be mother-in-law of one young bride, and the potential grandmother of many granddaughters, Elizabeth had ample opportunity to exercise her ideas.

In 1620, the year Anne joined the throng at Sempringham, the dowager was still raising her younger children, and this important job involved instruction in the social intelligence they would need to launch themselves into the troubled and complicated world of Jacobean England. Tutors had to be hired, influential acquaintances had to be struck up, a thorough understanding of their responsibilities as lords and ladies of the manor had to be passed on, marriage contracts needed to be drawn, knowledge of the court and court politics had to be instilled, and ministers and vicars needed to be consulted on a regular basis to ensure the proper religious education for these noble young Puritans. In general, if children failed to live up to the expectations of their class in their adult lives, either through a disastrous marriage, sinful behavior, or the profligate management of their estates, the mother was almost always blamed.
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