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  If I were asked, now that I am drawing to the close of this work, in which I have spoken of so many important things done by the Americans, to what the singular prosperity and growing strength of that people ought mainly to be attributed, I should reply: To the superiority of their women.
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PREFACE: EXCEPTIONALLY TYPICAL





  THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT AN UNUSUAL AND COMPELLING SET OF PEOPLE—MORE specifically, an unusual and compelling set of women—who lived lives that were literally and figuratively at the frontiers of American society. In their different ways, they challenged the expectations, male and female, of the people of their time and, in so doing, revealed limits and expanded possibilities for those who followed.




  These women were exceptional. But—and this is very much the point—these people didn’t simply challenge the culture of their time and place. They also reflected it: they were products of a distinctive regional culture clustered on a particular stretch of North Atlantic coastline that spread across a continent (and beyond). That culture was established with the founding of New England in the seventeenth century, and it became a major influence on what happened in the eighteenth and beyond. There would have been no American Revolution without this colonial culture: it’s no accident that the American Revolution began in Massachusetts, and that some of its most acute chroniclers, included here, were women. And though their specific ideas and circumstances soon passed into history, they continue to shape American society to this day. That very much includes the feminist and associated women’s movements of the last century, which rest on values—independent thinking, egalitarian arrangements, a belief in the achievability of positive change—that firmly took root in the soil of New England.




  This story will be told in two parts, each with a separate introduction. The introduction to part I will outline the unique religious culture of Puritanism that spurred the creation of New England and defined the contours of everyday life. Some of the women chronicled in the chapters that follow actively defied this religious establishment; others pledged their allegiance to it even as they documented its complexities. Wittingly and unwittingly, they all belonged to a revolutionary tradition.




  Part II will look at the immediate circumstances surrounding the approach, waging, and aftermath of the American Revolution a century and a half later. By this point, New England had grown, solidified, and diversified. Puritanism remained a strong social force in the region. The major sources of conflict, however, were no longer theological orthodoxy or the threats posed by indigenous peoples and their European allies but, rather, relations with an England that had become Great Britain: a fully global empire that sought tighter control over (and less expenditure on) its North American possessions. These tensions were experienced and discussed all along the Atlantic seaboard. But by this point, Massachusetts had developed a certain disposition that shaped its response to these challenges. And it was here as nowhere else that women participated in the conflict—even to the point of taking up a musket and going into battle.




  In the generations that followed, women took up this legacy in a series of struggles, ranging from the struggle against slavery, the fight for suffrage, and a panoply of other social justice movements. The circumstances and language of these movements varied. But their core values, logic, and precedents derive from this pivotal era of American history. As we commemorate the 250th anniversary of the nation’s birth, we would do well to remember and honor this revolutionary tradition.









   



  PART I




  
THE COLONIAL ERA





  




  
Introduction: By God





  The Place of Massachusetts




  THE HISTORY OF HUMANITY IS A STORY OF MIGRATIONS. THAT STORY TYPICALLY begins with the movement of Homo sapiens out of Africa, punctuated by a series of well-known sagas of relocation: that of the Jewish people from Egypt to the Promised Land; the so-called barbarian tribes from Northern and Eastern Europe into the Roman empire; the Mongols into the heartland of China. One of the most significant of these migrations occurred five centuries ago, when there was a mass movement of peoples across the Atlantic Ocean into that place we know as the Americas, setting off the chain of circumstances that have led you to read these words in this language.




  People migrate for lots of different reasons, and they do it in a lot of different ways. Sometimes—most often—their motives are economic, whether as a matter of mere survival or the promise of riches that will transform circumstances. In other cases, the reasons are military, as in establishing territorial control over a stretch of land that may make further objectives possible. In still others, the driving factor is religious, whether as a matter of making converts, as in the spread of Islam, or in finding havens from a heartless world.




  The stories told in this book are the result of a very particular—and in some ways a very peculiar—migration: English colonization of Massachusetts in the seventeenth century. The English established a series of settlements along the North Atlantic seaboard of varying character. There were large-scale agrarian plantations in the Chesapeake region that spread southward into the Carolinas and Georgia, for example. And the mixed-mercantile settlements of the mid-Atlantic region, many of which were first seeded by the commerce-driven Dutch (New Amsterdam was essentially the corporate headquarters of the Dutch West India Company before the English seized it in 1664).




  And then there was New England. The driving motive for its creation was primarily religious. Nothing too unusual about that. The French and Spanish had their missionaries who both roved the continent and established settlements in their domains. But New England? There was nothing quite like it, for a number of reasons.




  First, the people most responsible for the creation of New England were dissidents—one might even say misfits. Unlike the conquistadors who proudly carried the Spanish flag as they sliced through the Aztec empire, these migrants believed their mother country was going to hell. They got permission to establish colonies, but to a great extent that’s because they were dealing with an imperial government that was inattentive, volatile, and looking to run a burgeoning empire on the cheap with volunteers willing to shoulder the work. In the decades that followed, the monarchs of England repeatedly resolved to bring these wayward subjects to heel—and repeatedly found themselves thwarted by wily colonists and/or more pressing political problems that allowed these (rather prim) renegades to attain a substantial degree of independence long before 1776.




  Second, New England was distinctive for its relative growth and stability, which was to a great degree a matter of demographics. For most European powers, including England, American colonies were mining operations: they existed as a means of extracting wealth—gold, sugar, lumber, furs—to enrich their governments and subjects back home. Sometimes this was a matter of conquering indigenous people; in others it was a matter of cutting deals with them. But unlike, say, the islands of the Caribbean or the aquatic highway of the Mississippi, New England was a consolation prize for a rising Britain that was late to the imperial party. About the only thing you could do with the soil and climate of the region was inhabit it (though commercial fishing offered some opportunities). The frigid winters were hard to endure, but they also killed microbes. Over time, the population of New England—whose borders, notwithstanding occasional outside threats from indigenous peoples and their French allies—grew rapidly. (By way of contrast, consider that somewhere in the neighborhood of 50 percent of all white children born in the Chesapeake region of Maryland and Virginia died before their twentieth birthday, and that the region could not sustain its population without immigration until the 1690s.) New England’s growth rested on communities designed for families, even if there were still plenty of single men and women who emigrated as well. This relative density in terms of numbers and geographic concentration fostered specialization: churning butter, spinning cloth, and even bargaining in markets became facts of life for women in the region before they did elsewhere.1 Historian David Hackett Fischer has usefully distilled the essence of what made the region unique. “By comparison with other immigration groups in American history, the great migration to Massachusetts was a remarkably homogeneous movement of English Puritans who came from the middle ranks of their society, and traveled in family groups,” he explains. “The heads of these families tended to be exceptionally literate, highly skilled, and heavily urban in their English origins. They were a people of substance, character, and deep personal piety. The special character of New England would owe much to these facts.”2 Eventually, the sheer numbers of English people in North America became a fact of geopolitical significance in its own right.




  But the third, and for our purposes the most important, reason why Massachusetts and Greater New England was distinctive was its women. Women are, of course, a central factor in the functioning of every civilization, whether as a matter of procreation, the establishment and sustenance of everyday life, and other less formally sanctioned, though sometimes quite pivotal, roles in enterprise, statecraft, and worship. New England—like just about every other society on the face of the earth for the last few thousand years—was fundamentally (and by contemporary standards, severely) patriarchal. But, relatively speaking, women could say and do things that were not sanctioned elsewhere. And while most of them were well behaved and seldom made history, others made their mark. This is a book about a dozen of these women: who they were, what they did, and how they helped create the United States of America.
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  People make history, but they are also products of history. In the century and a half before the American Revolution, New England was marked by a distinctive character rooted in its religious identity: it was a Puritan place. Not everybody was a Puritan, and not all Puritans were alike (indeed, Puritanism proliferated in a series of varieties). But Puritanism was an elemental fact that virtually everybody had to deal with in one way or another, whether as a matter of fidelity, resistance, or somewhere in between. It was, in short, a way of life.3 And this was as true for women as it was for men.




  The foundations for Puritanism were laid a century before the English began migrating to North America.4 Most standard histories of the Western world include the story of Martin Luther nailing those ninety-five theses to a German church door in 1517. That was the match that lit the bonfire of rebellion. There had been others, but none had quite caught on the way this one did. At the core of this reformation of Christianity was a refusal to simply do what you’re told by a corrupt or incompetent priest. Instead, the word—and experience—of God must be personal, unmediated by empty or profane Catholic ritual.




  Protestantism created a slippery slope: it was inevitable that there would be those who would break with the breakers. That’s how we got Lutheranism, Anabaptism, and a series of spinoffs in the centuries that followed.




  One of those early offshoots of Protestantism was the Anglican Church, also known as the Church of England, which was founded by King Henry VIII after his difficulties in obtaining a divorce from Queen Catherine of Aragon in the 1530s. The King’s motives, unlike those of Luther, were not really religious. (For one thing, there was a lot of money at stake in terms of real estate.) In the decades that followed, England see-sawed between Anglicanism and Catholicism before the King’s daughter Elizabeth I captured the Crown and with it leadership of the Church of England, securing a Protestant future for the nation.




  But it wasn’t quite that simple. That’s not only because the people living through that time weren’t sure she’d last or that Catholicism wouldn’t make a comeback, as indeed it did across much of Europe. It’s also because in the decades that followed Protestantism splintered in England, just as it did on the continent, into a series of sects—Brownists, Presbyterians, Quakers—each of which claimed to be more authentic than the Church of England. The country continued to rattle religiously, which meant it rattled politically. Elizabeth steered a middle course, holding fast to the Church of England while acting with restraint toward dissidents (see chapter 1). This was politically smart; it was also ethically wise. But it dispirited many of those who cared very deeply about their faith. As we’ll see in the chapters that follow, such concern for the state of one’s soul was not limited to men. “If we should see God withdrawing His ordinances from us here, and enlarging His presence to you there, I should then hope for the hazards of the sea with our little ones shrieking about us,” Lucy Downing, sister of Massachusetts governor John Winthrop, wrote before her departure with her husband and family. “In such a case I should willingly venture my children’s bodies and my own for them, than their souls.”5




  One particular set of these people—we’ve come to know them as the Pilgrims—looked for an overseas asylum close to home. They first crossed the North Sea into Dutch territory, but for a variety of reasons to be discussed later, they didn’t find it satisfactory. So they decided to try their luck farther afield by crossing the foreboding Atlantic. It’s not too much of a stretch to suggest that, for these people, boarding a ship to found a colony in the seventeenth century was akin to boarding a spacecraft to establish a colony on a nearby planet in the twenty-first. That they did so not as a set of buccaneering adventurers but, rather, as kindred spirits seeking to establish full-fledged communities is only one of the reasons they were unusual.




  These Pilgrims were hardly the first transatlantic pioneers. This, in fact, limited their options: the Spanish, Portuguese, French, and Dutch had already claimed vast tracts of land, to speak nothing of the indigenous peoples, from the Abenaki to the Calusa, who were not consulted and would in various ways make their presence known. In 1585, the English mariner Sir Walter Raleigh—a particular favorite of Elizabeth I—planted a flag for the Crown in a colony called Roanoke, in modern-day North Carolina. It failed, the fate of its residents unknown. But in 1607, a group of speculators calling themselves the Virginia Company established a colony they called Jamestown in honor of their sovereign, about forty miles up the James River from Chesapeake Bay.




  Assessing their options, the Pilgrims sought and received permission to establish a satellite settlement for the Virginia Company, aiming for somewhere in the vicinity of what is now the Hudson River. When they instead landed on Cape Cod in 1620, the Pilgrims made their stand in the town they dubbed Plymouth, after the seaport in southwestern England. It was part of a larger region named New England in 1616 by Captain John Smith, who had been a (controversial) member of the original Jamestown settlement a decade earlier.




  Other European travelers had come to America for primarily religious reasons, notably Catholic missionaries who sought to convert the natives. But the Pilgrims were more self-interested. There was some language in the Mayflower Compact, the document for governing themselves named for the ship on which they traveled, about converting heathens for “the advancement of the Christian faith.” But they were more preoccupied with the state of their own souls than anybody else’s. They needed to make money to pay off their debts to the speculators who financed them, which they were able to do by venturing into the beaver trade up the coast in Maine. But this was for them a means to the end of salvation.




  A decade after the Pilgrims founded Plymouth, another group of dissidents we have come to know as Puritans organized the colony of Massachusetts, which was established in 1630. Unlike the Pilgrims, who avowedly broke from the Church of England, these people hoped to reform it from within. This tension—between asserting independence while trying to maintain social order—became the central drama of Massachusetts, New England, and American history, and it will figure prominently in the stories that follow.




  All told, approximately twenty thousand people made the journey to New England in the decade between 1630 and 1640.6 Massachusetts rapidly became larger and more prosperous than Plymouth, which it ultimately absorbed in 1691. Similar efforts to annex adjacent colonies of Rhode Island and New Hampshire were not successful, and two other satellite colonies, Hartford (1636) and New Haven (1638), merged to form Connecticut in 1662. The place we know as Maine was part of Massachusetts until 1820. The last New England state, Vermont, was tussled over between New Hampshire and New York until it (along with Kentucky) became the first states to join the Union after the ratification of the U.S. Constitution. But all during this period, Massachusetts was the focal point of New England, and to this day, residents of its capital city of Boston fondly refer to it as “The Hub.”




  Amid this bewilderingly diverse array of people and doctrines lay a core conviction that formed the bedrock of Protestantism in general and Puritanism in particular: a conviction that this fallen world might yet be made better. Not better in a I’ll-take-my-chances-and-hope-for-the-best better that has been the essential state of human nature since the dawn of humanity. More like something-we-can-figure-out-together-and-implement-here-and-now better. Something we can figure out. Together. Without a king or pope around. Here, on this patch of earth, which we will clear and begin the world again. While the history of the world is replete with anti-Semites, the Puritans were philo-Semites: they saw themselves as the thirteenth tribe of Israel with a new covenant for a new Promised Land. That’s why they gave their towns Israelite names like New Canaan and New Salem for a New England. In the Torah, God made the Jews his chosen people. Here, finally, was a place specifically designated for the realization of a Christian dream.




  The ideas of these New Englanders weren’t exactly new. In some cases, they’d been around thousands of years. Even the whole notion of a place, strictly speaking, wasn’t technically new. Prophets of various kinds—including the Prophet, Mohammed, the founder of Islam—had been laying claim to places at the far corners of the earth. So what made this different than any other form of garden-variety imperialism? The answer is this: these people were—at times despite themselves—irrepressible individualists.




  This notion of individualism isn’t exactly new, either. It’s the foundation of Christianity, wherein each and every person matters in the eyes of God, a notion very different, for example, than polytheistic myths of the Greeks or Romans, for whom human beings were playthings of the gods. But it’s one thing to say we’re all children of God. It’s another to say that we should have some say in how we’re children of God, which is what the Protestant Reformation was about. As far as Protestants were concerned, the Catholic Church, ruled by the pope, had lost its moral authority. For the Catholics who responded by launching the Counter-Reformation (which gave us the Jesuits, among other powerful Catholic institutions), Protestantism was the very essence of anarchy: how could you have a church, much less a country, where people are free to decide who and how to obey? Why would they obey anybody? Why wouldn’t they just decide for themselves who they were and who’d they follow—if anyone?




  These were fair and difficult questions. And indeed, grappling with them over the next century and a half would culminate in the American Revolution (and many of the arguments Americans have had ever since). But what, specifically, did this mean for the women of colonial New England and their heirs? The answer is less, and more, than it might seem.




  [image: chpt_fig_001]




  When you read accounts of early New England written by the founding mothers of women’s history who came of age in the feminist era—Mary Beth Norton, Carol Berkin, Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, among others—they will usefully tell you about the myriad limits facing women relative to those of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.7 Women could not buy or sell property, vote, run for office, or sit on juries. They could be legally raped by their husbands. Before marriage, women’s lives were controlled by their fathers; after marriage, they fell under the legal principle of coverture, in which women’s property, including their own bodies, was controlled by their husbands. Though there was no question of their physical existence, women were legally invisible through what one English lawyer termed “the wise fiction of Law.”8




  Of course, one’s life is more than a set of legal parameters, but here, too, social custom played at least as important a role. Women were expected to behave in circumscribed ways limited to the domestic sphere. Exceptions—and as we’ll see, there were some—proved the rule. The basis for women’s subordination to men was, naturally in this world, biblical. In the succinct words of St. Paul as translated in the Saint Geneva Bible the Puritans used, “Wives, submit yourselves unto your husbands, as unto the Lord.”9




  Reality, as it so often is in gender relations and much else, was more complex. Within the realm of Puritanism itself, there was a current of egalitarianism that could affect gender relations regardless of law or custom. “Souls have no sexes,” the eminent English Puritan Robert Bolton once wrote. No one could join a Puritan church in New England without giving convincing testimony that they were “visible saints,” and women—who outnumbered men—were more numerous as members. While ministers were always men, Puritan churches did have an official position of “ancient widow”: older women who were considered exemplary in their wisdom and service to those in need and who commanded respect by the power of their example.10




  These egalitarian currents could extend to secular life as well. Under certain circumstances, women could be designated as “deputy husbands” on behalf of spouses who were incapacitated or away (as in maritime expeditions, which became an important part of the region’s economy).11 Power could also be informal and indirect when a woman was the last person a man saw at night and the first person he saw in the morning. In the pithy words of Carole Owens, “A woman was not an equal or a consultant to her husband, except when she was.”12 And as Carol Berkin explains, “Husbands were to be obeyed, but mutual respect was the context in which their authority was to be exercised.”13




  Were there tensions in this form of the prevailing common sense? Of course: there always are. Sometimes efforts to codify or justify the existing order created ambiguities those in power did not intend—and created loopholes that could be exploited. Social order in New England depended on hierarchy, if for no other reason than to resolve disputes, and the prevailing notion of hierarchy, articulated by the seventeenth-century theorist Robert Filmer, closely linked authority in the family to authority in the state. But women of high status and women who were widows (sometimes one and the same) created tangled lines of authority. However, newer ideas of social organization, notably those of John Locke, relied more on a notion of a social contract rather than a family hierarchy. But this, too, could create problems when one asked the question if women had the same rights of consent as men.14




  A good example of the complexities of gender in colonial Massachusetts involves a common form of household production at the time: spinning cloth. In the region of English East Anglia, from which many of the Puritan migrants hailed, weaving was a male profession and part of a textile manufacturing economy that had once made it the economic engine of Britain. Guild regulations made it illegal for women to operate a loom. But in New England, weaving became a female practice (as indeed it had once been in the Middle Ages). Yet this advance of female agency, if one wants to call it that, was domesticated into colonial homes. In any case, the two centuries following Puritan settlement, sometimes called “the Age of Homespun,” illustrates the way women were paradoxically central and yet marginalized in the regional economy, a paradox that would come into sharp political relief during the era of the American Revolution (see part II.)15




  As is often the case in many societies, the secular and sacred intertwined. Protestantism, which began amid deep suspicions about the quality and integrity of Catholic clergy, placed great emphasis on the Bible as the source of truth and spiritual guidance, generating an imperative for the faithful to experience the word of God for themselves. Nowhere was this truer than in colonial New England, which may well have been the most literate place on earth at the time.16 Colonial towns established public school systems as early as the 1630s, and while the emphasis was usually on boys, girls were also educated at the primary level. Literacy for women could also be important because they, of course, were producers of men as a matter of not only biology but also character formation. Over time, the importance of such civic development led to the concept of Republican Motherhood, a gender ideology that became widespread following the establishment of the United States. (See the introduction to part II for more on this topic.)




  One should not overstate the point here for a number of reasons. One, as indicated, is the great distance from anything resembling parity. Another is that social class was usually a factor in cases when women stretched or broke boundaries—they could often afford to do so in ways that servants, for example, typically could not. A third is that even in a later age when women as a whole did have rights those colonial women lacked, they did not necessarily wish to violate unofficial gender norms, which could be sources of comfort and power in their own right. Many of the women you will encounter in the ensuing pages did challenge established authority, but they often did so as women. Others sought to achieve distinction within traditional parameters, becoming influential exemplars of womanhood that commanded respect whether one was a woman or not.




  So colonial New England was no feminist utopia—nor was it intended to be. But just as some of the formative ideas that shaped Puritanism had implications that had significant and unforeseen consequences years and decades later in the coming of the American Revolution, so too did they have tremendous implications for gender relations in our national experience in the 250 years since. The women surveyed here may have been exceptional for their times, but they created usable pasts that would inspire generations of successors. It’s no accident that some of the most important pioneers in American history—from suffragists Susan B. Anthony to progressives like Senator Elizabeth Warren—have been New Englanders by migration or birth. And the thread of logic that connects them, a thread that runs through the Revolution, begins centuries earlier. Let’s begin tracing it.











   

  CHAPTER 1




  Disappointing Inspiration: Queen Elizabeth I




  ELIZABETH TUDOR NEVER SET FOOT IN NEW ENGLAND. IN FACT, SHE WAS DEAD almost two decades before the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock. (It was the colony of Virginia—as in the Virgin Queen—that was named for her.) But Elizabeth I loomed large over the settlement and development of the place we have come to know as Massachusetts. And the fact that she did so as a woman was of more than incidental significance. This queen was a maverick—and as such, she established a kind of template for her female subjects that would echo for hundreds of years and thousands of miles.




  But for the men and women of Massachusetts, this was partly because Elizabeth I was never quite the queen they hoped she’d be. The relationship between this sovereign and her Puritan subjects, who fled England during the reign of her even less satisfactory successor, is a complicated one. To be sure, they pledged their fidelity to God and Country. But these migrants did not have precisely the same God, and were not exactly loyal to the laws of their Country. These nettle-some issues hovered over Elizabeth I’s entire reign. And the tendency to actively question authority became a defining feature of those subjects who left—and, in particular, the women who left—when they made a new society on the other side of the world. So it makes sense to begin this chronicle with her.
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  The fact she became queen at all was quite surprising. The saga begins with King Henry VIII, who ruled England from 1509 to 1547. He married his former sister-in-law, Catherine of Aragon, after the death of his brother Arthur. She gave birth to his daughter, Mary, but Henry wanted a male heir. He became infatuated with a lady-in-waiting, Anne Boleyn, deciding to divorce Catherine in order to marry her. When Pope Clement VII denied him one under Catholic Church law, Henry, who had been dubbed “defender of the faith,” seized upon the upheaval of the emerging Protestant Reformation to create the Church of England with himself at its head. This allowed him to marry Boleyn (as well as seize a lot of church property), and in 1533, she gave birth to his daughter, Elizabeth, named after both her grandmothers. The volatile Henry, still seeking a male heir, rejected Anne on trumped-up charges of adultery, executed her, and turned his attention to Jane Seymour, who did give birth to his son (and died in the effort). That boy became King Edward VI of England (r. 1547–1553).




  
[image: chpt_fig_002]





  Portrait of Queen Elizabeth I by George Gower circa the English defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588. Note that the monarch’s hand rests on a globe, covering North America. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS




  There remained the question of what would become of Henry’s daughters Mary—loyal to her mother, exiled in Spain, both fiercely Catholic—and Elizabeth. Henry took steps to legally exclude them from the line of succession as bastards, but he relented in 1543 to put them in line behind their half brother. Edward came to the throne as an adolescent, guided by advisers committed to cementing the Church of England amid resistance from Catholics as well as widespread indifference among a population for whom the English Reformation was a top-down affair implemented more for political than religious reasons. But then Edward fell ill and died. He tried to avoid having the crown pass to the Catholic Mary by naming his cousin, Lady Jane Grey, as his successor, but her support was weak and she was overthrown and killed. Mary acceded to the throne in 1553 and, the following year, married the powerful King Philip II of Spain, aggressively pursuing a counterreformation to make England Catholic again. Heretics were burned at the stake, and Mary imprisoned her Protestant half sister in the Tower of London before placing her under house arrest for the better part of a year at the urging of the Queen’s advisers.1 But in 1558 Mary also fell ill and died, clearing the way for Elizabeth to take the throne.




  The kingdom of England did not have much history with queens, and that which it did have was not particularly happy. Empress Matilda, consort of the Holy Roman Emperor, claimed a shaky hold on the Crown amid civil war in the mid-twelfth century and was dubbed “Lady of the English.” Lady Jane Grey’s rule was a matter of weeks; the rule of Mary I was rocked by religious and geopolitical upheaval. Elizabeth I, however, would turn out to be a different story. She ruled England from 1558 to 1603, making her tenure one of the longest in the nation’s history. Ironically, the two longest reigning monarchs in the kingdom turned out to be women: Queen Victoria (r. 1837–1901) and Elizabeth II (r. 1953–2022).




  When Elizabeth I came of age in the mid-sixteenth century, England was a minor power in European politics, overshadowed by Spain and navigating a tetchy relationship with France, a nation to which England had lost all the territories it had gained in previous centuries (including the French crown itself). By the time Elizabeth died, however, England was a rising power poised to launch a global empire that would ultimately control one-quarter of the land on the planet. She of course cannot claim all the credit for all that. But there are a number of interlocking reasons why her reign was successful—and why her political skills resulted in the decision of dissidents who came of age during her reign to leave and establish what became another empire entirely.




  The overarching and important explanation for Elizabeth’s success was the way she preserved her autonomy—and that of her emerging nation-state. From the moment she was born, she was appraised as an asset on the marriage market, beginning with the machinations of her father, who unsuccessfully tried to use his second-born daughter as a diplomatic chip by affiancing her to a Hapsburg prince when she was still a toddler (a strategy common among royalty of the time).2 Once she came to the throne at age twenty-four, Elizabeth’s marriage prospects became a regular source of gossip—and even more anxiety among her counselors, who urged her to make a suitable match as soon as possible in the name of political stability and continuity. Over the ensuing decades, there were any number of men, at home and abroad, who seemed like plausible and even likely suitors.




  Elizabeth proved to be a wily coquette, however. “For years she mesmerized the most eligible men in Europe, persuading them that she was attainable and yet never permitting herself to be pinned down in a way that would have deprived her foreign policy of the flexibility that was its hallmark,” her most important recent biographer has noted. “She displayed real virtuosity, not only in deluding her would-be husbands that doomed marriage negotiations were full of promise, but also in the skillful way she disengaged herself at the optimum moment, rebuffing her suitors without causing undue offence.” It’s clear in retrospect that Elizabeth never had any real interest in getting married or having children; she likely died a virgin. “I am married to the realm of England,” she famously said, and while this may seem evasive and self-serving, she recognized that a husband or child might not only dilute her power but also create destabilizing rival power centers within the realm.3




  This pursuit of stability was reflected in the quality and durability of her advisers. Like her father, Elizabeth had a volcanic temper that could rain down on them. Unlike him, however, she would listen to criticism, forgive those who wronged her, and retain the same set of core counselors, notably Thomas Dudley, the Earl of Leicester (and probably the love of her life), and William Cecil, the First Lord Burghley, for decades until their deaths.




  If continuity was the hallmark of Elizabeth’s domestic policy, flexibility was that of her foreign policy. She led a Protestant power in an age of Catholic global dominance, but her statecraft was resolutely pragmatic in parrying Spain and France—and trying to play them off each other, whether by marital or martial means. England’s natural ally, as a matter of faith and geography, were the Dutch states engaged in a long war of liberation from Spanish control. She contributed to that struggle both financially and militarily, but always warily, regarding the enterprising Netherlands as “a rabble of shoemakers, carpenters, and heretics.”4




  Elizabeth’s role in impeding Spain’s efforts to control the Dutch led to the greatest crisis of her reign when her former brother-in-law, Philip II, organized a mighty armada to invade England in 1588. By any obvious reckoning, the English were seriously overmatched. But in a singular stroke of luck, bad weather dashed Spanish hopes on the rocks of the British Isles. Still, that could not have happened had not Elizabeth delegated skillful naval officers to design nimble vessels, and had she not commanded the loyalty of a kingdom united under her leadership. Not until the Battle of Britain 352 years later in World War II would there be a finer hour in the nation’s history.




  But as a matter of maintaining equilibrium for the long haul, no battle Elizabeth waged was more challenging than the religious one that raged from the day she acceded to the throne until the day she died. Here, too, she showed an exceptionally deft hand at keeping centrifugal forces at bay. But that inevitably meant making some people unhappy (and executing a few others). Though she did not live to see the consequences, her bobbing and weaving with one group of people in particular would have fateful results, both as a matter of geopolitics and in the tissue of everyday life.
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  One thing was clear from the start: Elizabeth I was committed to running England as a Protestant nation under her authority atop the Church of England. This was the precedent her father established, and one she resolutely maintained. But doing this was not a straightforward affair, particularly since she faced challenges from multiple directions from home and abroad.




  The Queen was a pious Anglican, but in this as in so many other ways, she governed pragmatically. Though there was no question of returning England to Catholicism, the set of rules she set in place upon her accession retained many elements of Roman liturgy and practice, among them vestments that included the surplice, a piece of clothing worn by priests that would become a flashpoint for those who regarded it as appallingly papist. At the other end of the spectrum, Elizabeth would tolerate more radical Protestant doctrines—especially because many of her advisers shared them—while firmly asserting the preeminence of the Church of England and her control of it. Those who strayed too far in either direction were subject to criminal prosecution. As she told a French ambassador at the end of her life, “There was only one Jesus Christ, and one faith, and all the rest they disputed was about trifles.”5 It’s likely the majority of her subjects agreed.




  But some who did not were notably articulate—and vocal—about it. The most important for our purposes is Robert Browne (ca. 1550–1633). Browne, a minister trained at the religious hotbed of Cambridge University, was one of a number of people who placed less emphasis on the eucharist at church services—traditionally the centerpiece of Catholic worship—than interpretation of the gospels in the form of what was known as “prophesying.” They also regarded 
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  St Botolph’s Church, Boston, Lincolnshire, England. Affectionately known as “The Stump,” it dates from the fourteenth century. Many leading founders of New England worshipped here before their frustrations with Elizabethan religious policy led to their migration. JIM CULLEN




  holidays such as Christmas as pagan rituals and theater, religious and otherwise, as a form of heresy. People who embraced such approach were known, not approvingly, as Puritans (“We call you Puritans, not because you are purer . . . but because you think yourselves to be purer,” noted one clergyman).6 But such was the power and appeal of Browne’s writing and preaching in the 1570s and 1580s that a broad swath of people, accurately and not, were classified as “Brownists,” including those who ended up in New England. Browne, whose opposition to liturgical practice edged dangerously close to challenging the legitimacy of Elizabeth’s church itself, found his works banned, and he fled to Ireland. He returned to England at the end of the century and moderated his views, but he remained an inspiration for those who considered him a visionary—and his ideas a blueprint for a better society in an entirely separate church. Such people would soon be known as Separatists.7




  Separatism became trickier in the closing years of Elizabeth’s reign. Puritan supporters like Lord Burghley passed from the scene, while a new generation of orthodox clergymen cracked down on dissidents. In 1585 the Queen herself made her position clear that she would “receive no manner of innovation, nor alter or change any law whereby the religion of the Church of England standeth at this day.” In 1591, she told a supporter that Puritans represented as grave a threat as Catholics.8 This view was probably exaggerated, and over the course of Elizabeth’s reign, Puritans enjoyed a fair amount of leeway under the official radar, if for no other reason than monitoring them was effectively impossible and opposition to her never took an overt political form internally or in association with foreign powers. Most Puritans resigned themselves to be the political equivalent of the far left wing of the ruling party, black sheep in the Anglican family.




  And then, in 1603, Elizabeth died at age sixty-nine. For much of her reign, she maintained a carefully calibrated ambiguity about who would succeed her. For the first three decades of her rule, the most obvious heir—or at times more ominously, her replacement—was her cousin Mary Stuart, the Queen of Scots. Mary, a Catholic with ties to the French crown, led a volatile life that included three husbands, and implication in the death of her second, which led her to flee arrest in Scotland by seeking refuge in England, where Elizabeth placed her under house arrest for almost twenty years. Elizabeth finally put her to death in 1587 after she was named in a plot to overthrow the English regime.




  Before leaving Scotland, Mary bore a son named James that she never saw after his infancy. Elizabeth sent occasional signals that she regarded “our cousin in Scotland” as her successor, which, among other things, gave him an incentive not to do anything to endanger this presumptive status. James VI of Scotland was acclaimed James I of England in 1603 and ruled both kingdoms for the next twenty-three years, part of a broader union between the two (along with Wales and Northern Ireland) that would culminate in the creation of Great Britain in 1707.




  The question was what all of this would mean for the Puritans. The answer, in short, was flight.
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  The Stuart dynasty—four kings, eighty-five years—was among the most rocky in English history, marked by a bitter civil war in the reign of James’s son Charles I. In large measure, that’s because the Stuarts were widely considered closet Catholics, except in the case of James II, who was overt about it and overthrown for that reason. But at the outset of his rule, it was not clear where James I was headed. The answer, as with Elizabeth, proved to be complicated.
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