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Abstract 

When English puritans undertook colonization in the seventeenth century, they did so 
with the purpose of using the Atlantic to finally complete the reformation of the Church of 
England begun decades earlier in the sixteenth century. This goal was undertaken by three broad 
groups of puritans, each with a distinct strategy for using the Atlantic to reform. The first were 
the all-but-exiled English Separatists who hoped to embed themselves in nascent colonial 
economic and political systems to accrue influence and eventually push for the Church of 
England’s reformation. Second were the New England puritans centered around Massachusetts 
Bay, who saw the Atlantic as a refuge in which to create a model godly society that could serve 
as the inspiration for England’s reforms. Third were the puritan nobles, a group of wealthy 
English puritans who sought to harness the Atlantic’s potential for wealth and geopolitical power 
that would enable them to guide England’s godly reformation. 

Adopting the conception of these group as produced by the expanding historiography of 
puritans and the Atlantic, this dissertation applies the framework of divergent puritan strategies 
for using the Atlantic. In addition to studying the impact of the different strategies themselves, 
this framework is employed to integrate the diversity of puritans and puritanism with the 
geographic, economic, social, and political diversity of the seventeenth century Atlantic itself. 
Organized around puritan communities in the Chesapeake, Providence Island, Saybrook, 
Bermuda, and the Bahamas, this dissertation explores how these three puritan strategies to use 
the Atlantic caused and exacerbated divisions between puritans in the Atlantic, impacted the 
decline of colonial puritan communities outside of New England, shaped the ways puritans 
contended with the challenges of the Atlantic, and complicated puritans’ conceptions of 
themselves within a broad spiritual community. 
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Author’s Note on Transcriptions, Spelling, and Dates 

All cited manuscript sources were transcribed by myself. For quotes derived from my 

transcriptions I have retained the original spelling as much as possible, only using modern 

spelling when the original was nearly unintelligible. However, I have substituted modern spelling 

equivalents for antiquated symbols and shorthand. Quotations from published sources adhered to 

the spelling and language used in those sources, except where specifically noted. Additionally, 

all dates referenced in this dissertation are “new style,” regardless of the date style used in the 

respective sources. 
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Introduction 

In 1648, Thomas Harrison, a minister and a leader of Virginia’s puritan population, was 

faced a with a decision. After having largely lost a nearly six-year conflict with Virginia’s 

royalist governor, Sir William Berkeley, the colony’s recently assertive puritan population had to 

either conform or leave the colony. While most of Harrison’s supporters had opted to leave for 

Maryland, Harrison had received an offer from former Bermuda governor William Sayle to join 

his group of puritans in their new colony on the island of Eleuthera in the Bahamas. Harrison and 

Sayle had been through similar experiences. Around 1642, puritans in Virginia and Bermuda, 

who both directly cited the inspiration of New England’s puritans, had attempted to implement 

some version of Congregationalism in their otherwise Anglican colonies. Virginia’s puritans 

directly requested ministers from New England to teach them, and three Bermuda ministers who 

had long been in correspondence with New England ministers formed an Independent 

congregation. 

Both groups were brought into conflict with their fellow colonists and colonial 

governments. In Virginia, the Earl of Warwick, a powerful puritan ally in a dominating position 

in Parliament was unable to force Berkeley to relent in his persecution of Harrison’s 

congregation. Similarly, neither the prominent puritans in the Somers Island Company nor 

Parliament were able to instruct Bermuda’s royalist-leaning government to respect Sayle’s 

congregation until after they relocated to Bermuda. By the end of the 1640s both puritan groups 

were being forced to leave. Despite having a direct hand in both Harrison’s and Sayle’s 

predicaments, New England’s puritans were unwilling to go much further in their support. They 

instructed Harrison to either stay put and weather Berkeley’s offensive against them or come to 

New England. Harrison was also told to avoid the Eleutherans, whom the New England puritans 
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believed were engaged in the dangerous practice of removing any religious role whatsoever from 

the new government. New England’s churches raised an enormous sum of money for the 

beleaguered Eleutherans, but harboring extreme reservations about their charter, similarly 

advised them to either change course or relocate to New England. These puritans’ removal from 

Virginia and Bermuda signaled the virtual end of assertive puritan communities in both places. 

Sayle’s offer to Harrison embodied the confluence of three puritan groups who had 

distinct views on using the Atlantic to reform of the Church of England. Harrison was a leader in 

the first group of puritans, composed of former Separatists who had largely settled in Virginia in 

the late 1610s and 1620s. The Separatists had worked to take advantage of Virginia’s nascent 

economic and political environment by which they hoped their own influence could be raised 

and brought to bear on reforming the Church of England. By the 1640s, after decades without 

proper ministerial support, they had sought New England’s guidance in managing their churches. 

Second, the New England puritans, who hoped to become a model of proper church governance 

for England, had become one to puritans in Virginia and Bermuda but proved deeply reluctant to 

provide direct support to puritans throughout the Atlantic. Third were the puritan nobles, to 

whom Atlantic colonies were a source of wealth and power to augment their already large 

influence in England and where they expected to help guide the Anglican Church’s reform. The 

puritan nobles were significantly involved in New England and the Chesapeake, had significant 

control over Bermuda, and attempted to directly manage their own puritan colonies in 

Providence Island and Saybrook. However, since England’s reformation was the ultimate 

priority and the puritan nobles remained in England where they were among the most powerful 

individuals, colonial matters often did not take precedence. As a result, the puritan nobles were 

often dismissive of conditions faced by Atlantic colonists. 
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Despite their vulnerability, the puritans in Virginia and Bermuda chose to remain in 

familiar circumstances. The former Separatists of Virginia largely chose to go to Maryland 

where they hoped they could continue to preserve their economic success and political influence 

rather than start anew in New England. Bermuda’s puritans, who largely owed their presence on 

Bermuda to the puritan nobles’ patronage, similarly preferred to remain on an island in the 

Atlantic. There, men like Sayle could continue to engage in combinations of plantation and 

maritime economic activities. In the end, each of these puritan exoduses resulted in a long-term 

waning of their respective puritan communities. The behavior of the former Separatists, New 

England puritans, and the puritan nobles followed their particular Atlantic strategies to advance 

puritanism in England and was consistent with a pattern of restrained cooperation combined with 

tension between the groups. Each puritan group generally saw success of the others as positive, 

but were unwilling to take any action they believed might hamper their own efforts. 

Three Versions of Puritan Colonization 

Frustrated at the lack of progress made from within England, many English puritans 

turned towards the Atlantic to achieve a godly reformation of England and the Anglican Church 

during the first half of the seventeenth century. Puritans were not monolithic in this regard and 

three distinct strategies for using the Atlantic as an engine for reform. The first group consisted 

largely of Separatists who first settled in Virginia but spread through the Atlantic. The second 

group consisted of those who later became Congregationalists centered in Massachusetts Bay. 

The third were the “puritan nobles” who mostly remained in England but who hoped to utilize 

their prominent positions to support puritans in the colonies and create puritan colonies 
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themselves. The categorization of these groups is tied to the method in which they sought to 

utilize the Atlantic rather than on what brand of puritanism they adhered to, though each group 

tended to be broadly like-minded in terms of their theological beliefs. Puritans inherited the 

general European view of the Atlantic as a source of power, wealth, and a space of religious 

competition as well as the commonly-held English belief that God had preserved and revealed 

the Atlantic for England’s benefit.1 As English puritans became convinced that the Anglican 

Church could not be reformed wholly from within England, and that England itself risked divine 

retribution for the failure to reform, many puritans believed that God had revealed the Atlantic 

for the purpose of stimulating England’s reformation.2 In response, each puritan group crafted a 

distinct strategy to take advantage of this revelation. However, none of these groups were 

themselves formal entities, though organizations such as the Providence Island Company or 

Massachusetts Bay colony often embodied the views of their respective puritan group, nor did 

any group have a singular manifesto.3 

The broad contours of each of these three puritan groups are derived from the work of 

previous historians whose work has highlighted the broad range of puritan colonization 

throughout the English Atlantic. Some of this work, such as Babette Levy’s overview of puritan 

populations in each of England’s southern and Caribbean colonies and Karen Ordahl 

1 For broad European views on the Atlantic as a space of political and religious competition see J. H. Elliott, Empires 
of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in America, 1492-1830 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006): 184-197; 
Anthony Pagden, Lords of all the World: Ideologies of Empire in Spain, Britain, and France, 1500-1800 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1995). For the relationship and similarities between English puritan views of the Atlantic with 
those of the Catholic countries see Jorge Canizares-Esguerra, Puritan Conquistadors: Iberianizing the Atlantic, 
1550-1700 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006). 
2 Michael P. Winship, Hot Protestants: A History of Puritanism in England and America (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2018): Chap. 7, 71-81; Babette M. Levy, Early Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies, reprinted from 
Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society 70, no. 1 (Worcester, MA: American -Antiquarian Society, 1960): 
81-82. 
3 This dissertation uses the lowercase version, “puritan,” to emphasize the lack of formal association and to 
accommodate a broader range of puritans. 
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Kupperman’s work on Providence Island, was broadly focused on emphasizing that colonial 

puritanism was not limited to New England.4 Others, often working in transatlantic or Atlantic 

paradigms, have shown that puritans were not just present in significant numbers throughout the 

Atlantic, but closely involved in the various kinds of networks that formed the Atlantic. Thus, 

historians have steadily expanded their recognition of puritans’ presence and activity throughout 

the English Atlantic. As a further result, two major aspects of seventeenth century puritanism 

have been recognized: first, that puritans in England and its colonies were much more closely 

linked than previously recognized and, second, that puritans were far more diverse than the 

puritan populations of England and New England. The geographic and conceptual expansion of 

puritan studies has led to some historians to elaborate on the nature of puritan colonization 

throughout the Atlantic. This dissertation adopts the colonial-religious motivations, as has been 

defined by historians working on Atlantic and colonial puritans, of Separatists, New England 

puritans, and the puritan nobles in the Atlantic, and analyzes the consequences of these three 

differing strategies on puritan colonies, populations, and communities throughout the English 

Atlantic during the early seventeenth century.5 

These competing strategies significantly impacted nearly every aspect of puritan 

colonization throughout the Atlantic. Each strategy affected the structure and management of 

different colonies, informed the manner in which different puritan groups interacted with other 

puritans, shaped puritans’ involvement with individual colonies, and had consequences for the 

persistence of puritan communities throughout the Atlantic. This dissertation’s categorization of 

puritans by their utilization of the Atlantic reveals significant divisions between puritan groups 

4 Levy, Early Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies, 1960; Karen Ordahl Kupperman, Providence Island, 
1630-1641: The Other Puritan Colony (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
5 Specific explanations of the derivation of each group is subsequently explained on pages 6-11 of this introduction. 
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throughout the Atlantic, sheds new light on the reasons for the decline of colonial puritans 

outside of New England, helps frame puritans’ behavior amidst the complexities of the Atlantic, 

and points to another source of tension for puritans’ conceit of their place within a broad spiritual 

community. 

Separatists were the first of these three puritan groups to venture into the Atlantic. 

Composed largely of puritans associated with the Ancient Church in Holland, they were the 

earliest to embrace colonization because they held the most vulnerable positions in England. 

Having vocally rejected the Church of England, Separatists faced legal obstacles and deep 

unpopularity, even among other puritans, in England. By the late 1610s, a significant number of 

these Separatists had become disenchanted with the state of the congregations in Holland; they 

believed that too many internal divisions and continued exile hampered any prospects of 

achieving meaningful reform. Led by prominent merchants, such as Edward Bennett and 

Christopher Lawne, these dissatisfied Separatists largely turned to settlement in Virginia 

beginning in 1618. To these Separatists, the Atlantic colonies presented an opportunity to 

enmesh themselves in the still-emerging colonial economies and societies. Thus they could 

secure a stable and influential place within the English fold.6 By placing themselves in positions 

of greater prominence, they hoped to influence affairs in England and push the religious reforms 

believed necessary.7 

6 Puritan, including Separatists, merchants and planters formed a disproportionate number of commercial 
networks throughout the Atlantic with Virginia being a prominent part of them. See April Lee Hatfield, Atlantic 
Virginia: Intercolonial Relations in the Seventeenth Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004): 
110-123. 
7 For a succinct description of the Separatists’ merging of religious, economic, and political views and 
implementation of them in the Atlantic, as well as a major inspiration for this dissertation’s conception of the 
Separatist puritan group, see Rachel L. Monroy, “On the Trade Winds of Faith: Puritan Networks in the Making of 
an Atlantic World” (PhD diss., University of South Carolina, 2015). For a far more distilled version of this premise 
see Levy, Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies, 309. Additionally, Edward L. Bond describes what made 
Virginia attractive for Separatists to settle there in Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony: Religion in Seventeenth-
Century Virginia (Mercer, GA: Mercer University Press, 2000): 108-114. 
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Separatists were the most diffuse and flexible puritan group in the Atlantic. In reaction to 

their experiences in Holland, these Separatists adopted a view whereby some flexibility in church 

practices was worth securing a place within the English world. Virginia was attractive during the 

late 1610s and early 1620s because of its loose religious oversight, significant local control over 

parish churches, and its emerging plantation economy finally demonstrated commercial 

potential. A dearth of primary sources from Virginia’s puritan communities during the early 

decades makes it difficult to assess their religious practices with any detail, but there is evidence 

of continuity in these puritan communities from initial settlement through the mid-seventeenth 

century.8 It was these very same regions and either the same, or closely associated individuals, 

that aggressively flouted Virginia’s increasingly strict conformist policies in the 1640s. The 

results of which led to the puritan exodus to Maryland and eventually the 1650s overthrow of 

Virginia’s and Maryland’s governments by Virginia puritans using the authority of the Council 

of State. 

The centrality of economic success to the Separatists’ Atlantic strategy informed the 

Chesapeake puritans’ behavior during these decades. Despite the 1643 expulsion of the three 

New England ministers who had stoked their assertiveness and the expulsion of Thomas 

Harrison in 1648, the Chesapeake’s puritans turned down invitations to resettle in New England 

or join the Eleutherans. Instead they chose to remain in the Chesapeake where they temporarily 

seized control of the colonies. Despite their economic and political ascendency, they were unable 

to secure puritan ministers though their policies were far more puritan-friendly. By the 

Restoration, the Chesapeake’s puritan population had caused more instability in both colonies, 

8 There is also strong evidence that early Virginia and the Virginia Company was popular with “mainstream” 
puritans, though they there is no evidence that they settled together as Separatists did. See Edward L. Bond, 
Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony: Religion in Seventeenth-Century Virginia (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 
2000): 57-59, 114-116; Levy, Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies, 92-113. 
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became scattered across two colonies, and were bereft of religious leadership. Some even turned 

away from puritanism altogether. Their emphasis on economic success, adaptability in their 

religious practices, and general difficulties in securing a stable ministerial presence set the 

groundwork for the Chesapeake’s puritan communities to largely dissipate after the Restoration. 

The second group consisted of the Congregationalist puritans led by John Winthrop 

(referred to hereafter simply as the “New England puritans”) who settled in New England and 

were centered in Massachusetts Bay.9 This group turned to the Atlantic to seek refuge from the 

feared impending providential punishment in England and to construct a model godly society 

that could then be utilized to reform England. While the New England region had puritan 

colonies that were not Congregationalist, such as the Separatist-founded Plymouth Colony,10 

Massachusetts Bay quickly assumed preeminence among the region’s colonies and dominated 

the region’s outward relationships. The New England puritans placed a much higher priority on 

demonstrating how a reformed Church and society would function so that at a future time 

revealed by God, their own reforms could be utilized in England. Economic prosperity was seen 

as necessary to ensure the success of New England, but personal prestige was not going to 

inspire England’s reformation; a government of the verified Elect would lead the way. In 

adopting this set of priorities, their attitudes became increasingly incompatible with the other two 

groups. As John Cotton’s 1636 rejection of the puritan nobles’ desire to import their aristocratic 

9 This term is used for convenience and is not meant to imply New England puritans were uniform. This 
dissertation primarily focuses on the New England puritans’ relationships with puritans outside of New England so 
an umbrella term is being used. This is not to imply that New England was monolithic nor does it imply that New 
England’s many internal disputes and divisions were insignificant. However, the instances of interaction between 
New England and other colonial puritans that are analyzed in this dissertation were often involved responses 
crafted by a broad debate among leading colonists. For an alternative view that emphasizes how specific localities 
in puritan New England engaged with the Atlantic see Carl I. Hammer, Pugnacious Puritans: Seventeenth-Century 
Hadley and New England (New York: Lexington Books, 2018). 
10 As is explained in Chapter III, in turning towards New England for assistance in 1642, the Virginia puritans did not 
seek out the assistance of Plymouth’s puritans despite their shared history and origins within the Ancient Church in 
Holland. 
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titles to New England demonstrated as much. This critical difference between the New England 

puritans and the other two puritan groups was the chief source of the substantial divisions 

between them. By the late 1630s, the New England puritans’ conception of their own role in the 

Atlantic evolved from taking advantage of a space revealed by God to one in which New 

England, and they themselves, were uniquely favored by God.11 

For their strategy to work, the New England puritans had to ensure that New England 

itself was safe and prosperous enough to implement their reforms. In contrast to the puritan 

communities or colonies created by the other two groups, the New England colonies were 

relatively successful early on and lasted as predominately puritan communities through the end 

of the seventeenth century.12 Because of this, puritans throughout the Atlantic, including 

Virginia, Bermuda, Providence Island, and England, often turned towards the New England 

11 This dissertation is not arguing that puritans necessarily saw themselves as carrying out the millennium. 
However, as explained in further detail in Chapter II, many of New England’s puritans, including many of their 
leaders, came to conceive of themselves and New England itself as divinely favored and that the success of their 
colonies and churches was essential to carrying out England’s reformation. Though they did not necessarily adopt 
an attitude of inevitability. In this regard, this dissertation is largely in line with the aspect of Michael P. Winship’s 
argument that the New England puritans did see their efforts as essential to England’s reformation, though they 
did not see themselves in apocalyptic terms: see Winship, “What Puritan Guarantee?” Early American Literature 
47, no. 2 (2012): 411-420 and Hot Protestants: A History of Puritanism in England and America: 79-81. Francis J. 
Bremer further argues that the departing puritans in 1630 were in no way claiming to begin a new or separate 
country, but rather were stressing the opposite as they sought to assuage critics accusing them of de facto 
separatism: Bremer, John Winthrop: America’s Forgotten Founding Father (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2003): 173-181. While not necessarily arguing that the New England puritans saw themselves as the chosen 
people, they did increasingly see their efforts as uniquely favored and the preferred path by God. For the various 
ways in which New England puritan’s conceptions of themselves as increasingly distinct see chapter II; Philip S. 
Gura, A Glimpse of Sion’s Glory: Puritan Radicalism in New England, 1620-1660 (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1984): 225-230, and Joseph A. Conforti, Saints and Strangers: New England in British North 
America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006): 64-66. 
12 While there is no official or single end-date for puritanism, there is some consensus that it did end sometime 
during the decades following the Glorious Revolution. For a few versions of the end of puritanism see Stephen 
Foster, The Long Argument: English Puritanism and the Shaping of New England Culture, 1570-1700 (Chapel Hill: 
Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the University of North 
Carolina Press, 1991); Thomas Kidd, The Protestant Interest: New England after Puritanism (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2004); Owen Stanwood, The Empire Reformed: English America in the Age of the Glorious 
Revolution (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011); and Michael Winship, Hot Protestants: A History 
of Puritanism in England and America, 2018. 

https://century.12
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puritans for assistance of all kinds, religious and material. However, the New England puritans 

proved deeply reluctant to offer any tangible assistance as they feared the wrong action risked 

their loss of providence. When sought after for support, the New England puritans determined 

their response only after substantial debate over whether or not they would be following God’s 

will or if they would be supporting dangerous ideas. 

The third and final group were the puritan nobles.13 This group consisted largely of titled 

aristocrats and landed gentry who were active promotors of English colonization. This group’s 

most active members included Robert Rich, the Earl of Warwick; Edward Montagu, the Earl of 

Manchester; William Fiennes, Lord Say and Sele; and Robert Greville, Lord Brooke.14 The 

puritan nobles sought to use the Atlantic primarily as a potential source for increasing their own 

wealth, power, and influence by which they would augment their influence in England’s political 

and religious affairs to reform the Church of England. This group was involved in nearly every 

13 The conception of this group as a champions and leaders of puritan colonization is largely derived from Karen 
Ordahl Kupperman’s work on the puritan nobles. In particular her arguments about the puritan nobles’ fusion of 
colonization, economics, and religious goals as well as the puritan nobles’ general approach to colonization: Karen 
Ordahl Kupperman, “Errand to the Indies: Puritan Colonization from Providence Island through the Western 
Design,” The William and Mary Quarterly 45, no. 1 (Jan., 1988): 70-99; “Definitions of Liberty on the Eve of the Civil 
War: Lord Saye and Sele, Lord Brooke, and the American Puritan Colonies,” The Historical Journal 32, no. 1 (Mar., 
1989): 17-33; Kupperman, Providence Island, 1630-1641: The Other Puritan Colony (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993). Kupperman’s work was largely in response to contemporary historiographical discussions 
that sought to reevaluate the predominate conception of New England’s puritans, and Massachusetts Bay in 
particular, as an exceptional undertaking that led to American exceptionalism itself. Kupperman’s book, Providence 
Island, in particular is framed as a comparison between New England and Providence Island as an avenue to 
deemphasize the now debunked notion that New England’s comparative success was derived from a unique drive 
instilled by their “errand to the wilderness.” Kupperman argues that New England’s success was due to more 
attractive prospects of economic, political, and even religious autonomy than offered on Providence Island. 
14 This dissertation uses the phrase “puritan nobles” to refer to this group. There is no universal term for this 
group, but the four dominant figures (Earl of Warwick, Earl of Manchester, Lord Say and Sele, and Lord Brooke) in 
this group were nobility. In the broadest sense, this group included members of the aristocracy and landed gentry, 
but its colonial activities were dominated by previously named aristocrats. Kupperman referred to this group as 
“puritan grandees” in her work. J.T. Cliffe’s work on their efforts to use their stature, wealth, and influence to 
pursue puritan reforms in England refers to this group as the “puritan gentry”: J.T. Cliffe, The Puritan Gentry: The 
Great Puritan Families of Early Stuart England (Boston: Melbourne and Henley, 1984). Robert Brenner did not fully 
categorize this group, but he often referred this group as a combination of gentry and aristocrats. Merchants and 
Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s Overseas Traders, 1550-1653 (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1993). 

https://Brooke.14
https://nobles.13
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instance of seventeenth century English colonization of the Atlantic and held a broader view 

concerning utilization of the Atlantic. They intertwined the geopolitical goals of wresting control 

of the wealth-generating Caribbean away from the Spanish and the spread of puritan influence 

wherever possible. 

They expected deference commensurate with their status as landed gentry and titled 

aristocrats. This resulted in mismanagement of their own colonies and conflicts with other 

puritan groups. Contrasted with the New England puritans, the nobles were not focused on 

theological purity in their colonies. Rather they expected godly-minded societies would 

harmoniously work to articulate eventual reforms, the implementation of which the puritan 

nobles assumed they themselves would lead in England. The puritan nobles generally supported 

a broad range of puritans in the Atlantic, they outright controlled the short-lived colonies of 

Providence Island and Saybrook, and had significant influence in the Chesapeake and Bermuda. 

However, given their immense stature in England itself, as well as their remaining in England, 

they saw the colonies as ancillary to affairs in England. Opportunities to assist puritans in the 

Chesapeake and Bermuda were thwarted by their inconsistent attention. Conflicts within their 

own colonies were dismissed as a lack of dedication to the godly purpose of the colony. They 

expected the New England puritans to defer to their own colonial endeavors. Overall, they 

struggled to create successful puritan societies because their methods of colonial management 

were not compatible with the realities of the Atlantic, they were unwilling to meaningfully 

resolve religious divisions, or their authority was distracted or diluted by competing affairs. 
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Contending with the Atlantic 

Categorizing colonial puritans based on their strategy for using Atlantic colonization for 

Anglican reform helps to better understand the complexities of puritan involvement in 

colonization. Studies of colonial puritans have generally followed the same broad trends of the 

Atlantic field, emphasizing connections between puritans throughout the English Atlantic. 

Puritans established, anchored, and took of advantage of networks of all kinds throughout the 

Atlantic. These networks have often fallen into two broad, but not mutually exclusive, 

categories: one based around a broadly shared set of “spiritual, social, and emotional ties”15 

among puritans and others based on commercial and kinship ties. Puritanism’s evolution and 

puritans’ behaviors evolved as a result of their relationships with each other.16 One of the more 

difficult aspects of studying the Atlantic has been to reconcile the field’s homogenizing impulse 

without disregarding the wide variety of localized conditions or outcomes.17 Factoring in the 

divergent strategies for using the Atlantic to reform the Church of England simultaneously 

reveals significant divisions among puritans while still affirming the interconnectedness of the 

Atlantic. 

Economic success was necessary for each puritan group. Puritans more or less adapted to 

the prevailing colonial economy as well as participated in the wider Atlantic economy. For the 

Separatists and puritan nobles, gaining influence in order to affect reform was the central 

platform for their use of the Atlantic and economic success was essential to gaining said 

15 Francis J. Bremer, Congregational Communion: Clerical Friendship in the Anglo-American Puritan Community, 
1610-1692 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1994): xii-xiv. 
16 Alison Games, Web of Empire: English Cosmopolitans in an Age of Expansion, 1560-1660 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008): 250-253; Bremer, First Founders: American Puritans and Puritanism in an Atlantic World 
(Durham: University of New Hampshire Press, 2012): 4-9. 
17 J. H. Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in America, 1492-1830, xiii-xiv. 

https://outcomes.17
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influence. Additionally, the puritan nobles believed they also needed to deprive Spain of its 

sources of wealth in the Caribbean. The Separatists and the puritan nobles tended to favor the 

Chesapeake and Caribbean colonies because they believed those regions’ cash-crop potential and 

natural resources held the most economic promise. For the New England puritans, economic 

success was needed to ensure the preservation of the New England colonies. The New England 

puritans believed New England would prove sufficient to create economically-stable 

communities and they traded eagerly with the Chesapeake, Bermuda, and Caribbean colonies to 

their own benefit.18 

The different roles economic success played in each group’s Atlantic strategy was 

responsible for many of the divisions between them, but it was not because of the particular 

economy in which they were engaged. The puritan nobles and New England puritans frequently 

clashed on this issue. While Providence Island and New England became close trading partners, 

both groups accused the other of placing worldly success over godly pursuits. Daniel Gookin is 

perhaps the ultimate example of this dynamic wherein the type of economy was less important 

than its relationship to religious motives. He had begun his colonial life with a plantation in 

18 Regionally-based studies have engaged in a similar processes of reconciling religious and economic motives in 
the Chesapeake and New England. For the mutual dependence of economic success and religious motives in 
Virginia see Edward L. Bond, Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony, 2000. Hatfield discusses the role puritan-anchored 
networks played in connecting Virginia to the Atlantic in Atlantic Virginia: Intercolonial Relations in the Seventeenth 
Century, chap. 5. Michael J. Jarvis identifies a similar dynamic among puritans in Bermuda, see Jarvis, In the Eye of 
all Trade: Bermuda, Bermudians, and the Maritime Atlantic World, 1680-1783 (Chapel Hill: Published for the 
Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the University of North 
Carolina Press, 2010): 19-26, 318-323. Both Mark A. Peterson and Mark Valeri argue that New England puritans 
embraced economic success as necessary to maintain their colonies and churches. See Mark A. Peterson, The Price 
of Redemption: The Spiritual Economy of Puritan New England (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997) and 
Mark Valeri, Heavenly Merchandize: How Religion Shaped Commerce in Puritan America (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2010). For a recent study that emphasizes New England’s ties to slavery see Wendy Warren, New 
England Bound: Slavery and Colonization in Early America (New York: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2016). 

https://benefit.18
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Virginia, relocated to Massachusetts where he also managed an estate there, and later was a rare 

New England advocate for resettlement in Jamaica, though he himself did not do so.19 

The English Civil War and Interregnum years were a climactic period for puritans 

throughout the Atlantic. Colonial puritans both became more assertive but also saw the 

groundwork for their decline take hold, specifically in colonies outside of New England. 

Additionally, this period has long provided an excellent window through which to analyze the 

relationship between local conditions and wider Atlantic context. Puritans in England and New 

England have understandably dominated the discussion of puritanism’s decline, largely because 

substantial numbers of active puritans remained in both places.20 Except for Providence Island, 

which was captured by the Spanish in 1641, the decline of these puritan communities coincided 

with the events of English Civil War and Interregnum years. By 1660, puritan communities in 

Virginia, Maryland, Bermuda, and Providence Island had either completely disappeared, become 

vestigial, or were severely weakened by the Restoration in 1660.21 Because of this timing, 

discussions of puritanism’s decline in these colonies have often been subsumed into a larger 

narrative about the emergence of the English Atlantic.22 However, when factoring in the 

19 Frederick William Gookin, Daniel Gookin, 1612-1687: Assistant and Major General of the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony, His Life and Letters and Some Account of His Ancestry (Chicago, 1912); Levy, Early Puritanism in the 
Southern and Island Colonies, 309. 
20 See fn. 9 as well as Winship, Hot Prostestants: A History of Puritanism in England and America, 280-292. 
Generally, following the Glorious Revolution the possibility of a puritan defined reform of the Anglican church as 
England turned to an outward-facing Protestantism that was less concerned with internal disputes. In New 
England, the revocation of colonial charters, the Toleration Act of 1689, and the establishment of an Anglican 
church in Boston are all seen as having at least marked the beginning of puritanism’s final decline there. 
21 There were puritans in other colonies as well, though they are not covered in this dissertation generally because 
a lack of source material prevents an adequate discussion of them. For a broad overview of puritans throughout 
the England’s colonies see Levy, Early Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies. 
22 Carla Gardina Pestana argues that the religious conflicts throughout the colonies during the 1640s and 1650s 
both necessitated the centralization of English imperial authority but also lent itself to England’s eventual adoption 
of a Protestant identity focused more on outward threats rather than internal disputes. Pestana characterizes this 
as the result of England’s exporting its own internal conflicts to the colonies. While not downplaying Pestana’s 
recognition of colonists’ agency in responding to Civil War-era conflicts, this dissertation generally supports her 
broader argument by highlighting how the differing strategies for using the Atlantic among puritans shaped their 
response to many of the mid-seventeenth century conflicts. See Pestana, The English Atlantic in an Age of 

https://Atlantic.22
https://places.20


 
 

             

               

            

                

              

               

              

            

               

               

             

             

        

            

               

            

               

           

              

                                                           
              

                 
                  

              
                

                  
                

    

15 

strategies for using the Atlantic, a more complete picture emerges. Divergent attitudes towards 

colonization played a significant role in the decline of these puritan communities as each group 

handled the mid-seventeenth century conflicts according to their particular Atlantic strategy.23 

Despite ostensibly being on the same side of the conflict, the actions of the puritans often 

clashed with the priorities of their sympathetic allies in Parliament. The New England puritans 

expressed sympathy for the Parliamentarian side but feared that the chaos of the period could 

endanger their own colonies so they hesitated to engage with more assertive puritans elsewhere. 

The puritan nobles, who dominated Parliament during the 1640s, and the post-regicide 

governments were more focused on fending off royalist threats to their regime. They tended to 

favor stability and loyalty of the colonies before wading into the mire of individual intra-colonial 

religious disputes. The former Separatists of the Chesapeake directly allied themselves with the 

Parliamentarian governments and used that support during the 1650s to augment their political 

and economic power in Virginia and Maryland. 

Both the Chesapeake’s and Bermuda’s religious conflicts during the 1640s and 1650s 

were influenced by the puritan strategies for using the Atlantic. The overthrow of Virginia’s and 

Maryland’s governments by commissioners of the Commonwealth government is a milestone in 

the centralization of the English empire, but it was carried out entirely by colonial Virginian 

puritans. The commissioners largely hailed from the Separatist-built puritan community. They 

used their commissions to enhance their own political and economic power in the Chesapeake 

Revolution, 1640-1661 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004): 53-84 and the Protestant Empire: Religion 
and the Making of the British Atlantic World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009): 66-67, 87-99. 
23 Alison Games argues that the influx of “radical” puritans into the Atlantic during the 1630s imported the 
“tensions and ambiguities latent in puritanism” to the colonies which foreshadowed the difficulties English 
puritans would face in reaching a religious settlement in the mid-seventeenth century. This dissertation adds to 
this concept of Games’s as differing strategies for using the Atlantic are akin to the “latent” tensions and 
ambiguities she referenced. See Games, Migrations and the Origins of the Atlantic World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1999): 131-138. 

https://strategy.23
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and antagonized Catholics and colonists loyal to the Calverts. The Commonwealth and 

Protectorate governments were primarily concerned with ensuring the colonies did not become 

bases of royalist opposition. They were reluctant to wade into internal religious debates. Modest 

puritan-friendly reforms were made but, overall, the puritan commissioners and Commonwealth 

government’s efforts resulted in further destabilization of the Chesapeake’s puritan communities. 

They dispersed across both colonies and failed to secure any substantial ministerial support with 

the end result being that puritan communities all but disappeared. 

Simultaneously, Bermuda’s puritans openly challenged that colony’s royalist-leaning 

government as three of the colony’s ministers formed an Independent congregation that they 

claimed was inspired by the New England puritans. By the late 1640s, Bermuda’s governor and 

assembly repeatedly forbade the congregation from meeting, censured its ministers, and arrested 

its members. Both the Earl of Warwick and the Earl of Manchester were leaders of the Bermuda 

Company, but their respective roles in the Parliamentary navy and army distracted their focus 

away from Bermuda. By the time the Company reprimanded the Bermuda government’s 

treatment of the Independents and ordered that the congregation be given full liberty to meet, 

many of Bermuda’s puritans had followed William Sayle to Eleuthera in the Bahamas. Though 

the Eluetherans struggled, they opted to remain in the familiar environment of an island colony, 

similar to the Virginia puritans’ relocation to Maryland. Also, the New England puritans raised a 

substantial sum of money for the Eleutherans’ relief, but worked to ensure Virginia’s puritans 

did not follow them to the Bahamas. They expressed to the Virginians and Eleutherans their 

disapproval of the new colony’s complete division between church and government. Over the 

1650s, most of the Eleutheran puritans trickled back to Bermuda. Despite relative continuity in 
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Bermuda’s governing structure, the colony’s puritan population never regained the assertiveness 

they had prior to their exile.24 

While Providence Island’s demise was the result of a Spanish invasion in 1641, both the 

puritan nobles’ and New England puritans’ competing ideas on using the Atlantic for reforming 

the Anglican Church were responsible for the colony’s struggles. By the last years of its 

existence, the Providence Island Company resorted to a policy of redirecting New England 

colonists to Providence Island. This effort succeeded only in antagonizing the New England 

puritans, who accused the puritan nobles of sabotage. With this policy, the puritan nobles hoped 

that reliable puritans from New England would allow them to turn their attention away to the 

brewing political crisis in England in 1641. However, they had neither rectified the colony’s 

economic or religious instability by then. Had the colony survived, there is no reason to have 

expected the puritan nobles would have paid ample attention to the colony’s problems nor is 

there any reason to believe the New England puritans would have become eager to assist the 

colony. 

Analyzing the consequences of the three different strategies for using the Atlantic reveals 

that Atlantic puritans created and, to varying degrees maintained, divisions between the different 

groups. These divisions did not create an identity that replaced any preexisting cultural, national, 

or sectarian identities, but they do add nuance to the discussion concerning puritans’ sense of 

belonging to a broader puritan community.25 This dissertation is not arguing against the concept 

24 There is substantial evidence that Bermuda remained a largely friendly place for puritans for the rest of 
seventeenth century. For an overview of this evidence see Levy, Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies, 
186-200. Levy demonstrates that a large number of nonconformist ministers made their way to Bermuda during 
the latter half of the seventeenth century, but her description also demonstrates that Bermuda’s puritans became 
increasingly moderate during this time and frequently faced pressure from Anglican authorities. 
25 Bremer, Congregational Communion: Clerical Friendship in the Anglo-American Puritan Community, 1610-1692, 
1994 and First Founders: American Puritans and Puritanism in an Atlantic World, 2012; Heather Miyano Kopelson, 
“Confessional Spatiality in the Puritan Atlantic,” in Religion, Space, and the Atlantic World, ed. John Corrigan 
(Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2017): 267-284. Bremer does not gloss over variations within 

https://community.25
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that puritans generally saw themselves as part of a broad godly community that transcended 

geographic locales. However, these maintained divisions reveal that, to varying degrees, the 

different puritan groups were often ambivalent about their obligations to other puritan groups.26 

The Separatists began their time in the Atlantic deeply divided from other puritans. Their open 

rejection of the Church of England made them deeply unpopular and other puritans went out of 

their way to renounce them. By the 1650s, after members of Virginia’s Separatist-founded 

puritan community had gained control of the Chesapeake, their priorities mirrored their original 

justifications for the Atlantic. Their religious reforms, despite having embraced some version of 

New England Congregationalism, were modest and focused largely on allowing Virginia’s 

puritans more freedom to govern their own churches. 

Of the three groups, the New England puritans became increasingly active in deliberately 

creating and maintaining divisions. Since their particular strategy involved creating a model 

church system, the New England puritans worked to insulate the themselves from dangerous 

outside influence. Over time, this came to include other puritan groups. This began when they 

brought their colonial charter to Massachusetts itself. This cut off avenues of influence from 

England. Over the course of the 1630s, the New England puritans increasingly came to see 

themselves, and New England itself, as having been uniquely favored by God. The New England 

puritans increasingly cited this belief as they fended off unwanted influence from the puritan 

puritanism, but emphasizes that puritans across the Atlantic placed themselves in a broad, like-minded, 
community. Kopelson downplays the necessity of self-identification in defining a puritan Atlantic. 
26 For works that have placed more emphasis on the divides within puritanism without contradiction the 
transatlantic or Atlantic features of puritanism see Winship, Godly Republicanism: Puritans, Pilgrims, and a City on 
a Hill (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012); Susan Hardman Moore highlights the diversity of views 
within New England concerning their obligation to participate in the Civil War in Pilgrims: New World Settlers & the 
Call of Home (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007; Karen Ordahl Kupperman similarly identifies divisions 
between puritans but not within the confines of the Atlantic field in Providence Island: The Other Puritan Colony, 
1630-1641, 1993. 

https://groups.26
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nobles. Additionally, fear of losing this divine favor justified their reluctance or refusal to assist 

puritans in the Chesapeake, Bermuda, and Providence Island. 

The puritan nobles, who did not themselves relocate into the Atlantic, assumed the other 

puritan groups would operate in supporting roles to their own efforts. The puritan nobles’ 

strategy focused on harnessing the Atlantic’s capacity for generating wealth and power in order 

to stimulate England’s reformation via their own influence. They had the most inclusive 

approach to utilizing the Atlantic. They usually supported puritans wherever they could, as they 

believed that all puritans would eventually embrace whatever religious settlement they would 

broker in England. The puritan nobles sought to protect, to little effect, the Virginia puritans 

against Governor Berkeley’s persecution in the 1640s, despite having cited the Separatist 

migration there as evidence of mismanagement within the Virginia Company two decades 

earlier. Additionally, the puritan nobles held the notion that New England’s puritans would serve 

as a reservoir of experienced and self-sufficient puritans ready to assist the puritan nobles in 

either Providence Island or in England during the Civil War. Their assumption that the other 

puritan groups would serve in an auxiliary capacity exacerbated the divides between Atlantic 

puritans. 

Chapter Summaries and Approaches 

Dividing the puritans who colonized the Atlantic into three broad groups and analyzing 

the interaction between puritans and the long-term viability of puritan communities through this 

lens requires a broad focus. First, this dissertation does not engage with puritanism as a lived 

religion or set of practices experienced by individuals. It focuses on the aspect of puritanism that 
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could be described as a “movement;” the side of puritanism that pushed for institutional and 

society-wide reforms and changes. In this regard, puritanism as featured in this dissertation is 

still broad. It does not focus on what specific reforms were advocated except where it is relevant 

to the theme of utilizing the Atlantic. The specifics of the nature of puritanism is discussed in 

each chapter as it relates to each group. Broadly speaking, the puritans in this dissertation are 

defined by their emphasis on an immediate need for the religious reform of England’s religious 

institutions based on strictly Calvinist ideas.27 

Geographically, this dissertation focuses on much of the English Atlantic that existed 

during the early and mid-seventeenth century. This includes individuals in England. A wide 

geographic focus is necessary because puritan groups often settled in different areas of the 

Atlantic. To focus on puritans in an individual colony would leave an incomplete picture because 

of variations in source material. However, puritans in these regions communicated and interacted 

with other colonies that enough pieces of evidence emerge to allow more comprehensive views 

of puritan activity. Puritans in New England and England were often particularly interested in the 

activities of other puritans. In implementing the framework of puritan utilization of the Atlantic, 

this dissertation largely focuses on examples of interaction between puritan groups in which 

cooperation or assistance was attempted or requested. It also focuses on how each particular 

puritan group’s strategy for the Atlantic contributed to the weakening or disappearance of puritan 

communities. 

This dissertation is organized along geographic lines with specific chapters focused on 

Bermuda, Providence Island and Saybrook, Virginia, and Maryland. Chapter I focuses on 

27 Bremer, First Founders: American Puritans and Puritanism in an Atlantic World, 3-7; Peter G. Lake, “Calvinism 
and the English Church, 1570-1635,” Past & Present, no. 114 (Feb., 1987): 32-76; Patrick Collinson, The Elizabethan 
Puritan Movement (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967). 

https://ideas.27
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puritans during Virginia’s first two decades. Early Virginia served as a starting point for puritan 

engagement with the Atlantic, though Separatist puritans were particularly influential. Chapter I 

describes the challenges faced by Separatists who wished to avoid Anglican oversight but remain 

within the English world. Early Separatist settlement in Virginia created the conditions for a 

significant puritan community to take hold. However, the compromise made in settling in an 

Anglican colony with loose oversight of their religious practice played a role in their eventual 

turn towards New England style Congregationalism. 

Chapter II delves into the Providence Island and Saybrook colonies which were directly 

controlled by the puritan nobles and were intended to be explicitly puritan ventures. Both 

colonies were short-lived and struggled. This chapter analyzes how the puritan nobles’ Atlantic 

strategy for simultaneously weakening the Spanish in the Caribbean, securing a source of wealth 

and power for themselves and England generally, and creating favorable though vaguely defined 

conditions for puritan societies to take root while retaining their privileged societal positions 

complicated their efforts to erect puritan societies in the Atlantic. Additionally, this chapter 

highlights the disputes between the puritan nobles and New England puritans as both groups 

went beyond mere rivalry, believing that the other was actively harming efforts to implement the 

reformation of England. These disputes were shaped by each group’s colonization strategy and 

reveals significant divides and even incompatibilities between each group. 

Chapters Three and Four focus on Virginia and Maryland during the 1640s and 1650s in 

which Virginia’s puritan community made a deliberate turn towards New England 

Congregationalism. This set off nearly fifteen years of religious conflict in Virginia and 

Maryland. Virginia’s puritans became assertive in their religious practices, clashed with 

Virginia’s royalist governor, faced exile, and later engaged in the overthrow of colonial 
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governments in both Virginia and Maryland. These chapters analyze the roles played by all three 

puritan groups during Virginia’s mid-seventeenth century religious conflict in which their 

respective strategies for utilizing the Atlantic each played a role in the weakening of the 

Chesapeake’s puritan community. 

Chapter Five focuses on Bermuda, which was not dominated by any singular puritan 

group, but saw significant interactions among all three. Similar to Virginia, Bermuda was 

officially an Anglican colony but had a significant puritan presence. The puritan nobles had 

substantial, though not total, influence over Bermuda’s affairs and their influence resulted in 

puritan ministers being ever-present on Bermuda. Similar to Virginia, Bermuda’s puritans appear 

to have been directly inspired by New England Congregationalist practices. By the late 1640s, 

they had formed an Independent congregation that resulted in their clashing with the royalist 

faction of Bermuda’s government and their exile to the island of Eleuthera in the Bahamas. This 

fleeting colony largely failed and the puritan settlers largely trickled to Bermuda and other 

colonies. This chapter demonstrates how the intervention of other puritan groups followed their 

particular stratagem for furthering puritanism in the Atlantic and as a result how each group was 

either unprepared for Bermuda’s particular conditions or was hampered in their ability and 

willingness to offer assistance to Bermuda’s puritan population. 

The New England puritans are a significant aspect of this dissertation, though no chapter 

is centered on them. First, being the only colonial region to remain predominately and certainly 

puritan after the 1650s, puritanism’s much later decline there was due to far different 

circumstances than elsewhere in the Atlantic. Second, the historical work on New England’s 

colonial development and the evolution of puritanism there is immense and does not need to be 

addressed to the same degree as other colonies. New England puritans appear in this dissertation 
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based almost solely on their interaction with other puritan groups and any necessary context is 

addressed as necessary in each chapter. However, when analyzing New England’s relations with 

other puritans through the lens of puritan strategies for the Atlantic, it is clear that New England 

occupied a complicated place among English puritans in the Atlantic. New England’s puritans 

were seen as either an anchor for puritans, a source of inspiration, or even de facto leaders 

among puritans in the Atlantic.28 However, the New England puritans did not easily embrace this 

role and often deliberately shrank from it. Having originally adopted a strategy in which they 

saw themselves as creating a model for England, their conception of themselves evolved to 

where they believed New England enjoyed its own covenant with God. This caused New 

England’s puritans to fear that any outward assistance risked losing their covenant and derail 

God’s plan for reformation. When they did offer assistance, as they did in sending ministers to 

Virginia in 1642, they did so only after careful deliberation over whether it was consistent with 

their own particular methods. Alternatively, they restrained their response so as not to endorse 

practices they believed to be dangerous, as was the case when they raised funds for the relief of 

the Eluetheran exiles in 1650. 

While New England’s puritans often appear as the more intractable of the three groups, 

Separatists and the puritan nobles were also often unwilling to compromise their own positions 

and developed practices that diverged from those of New England. Puritans did not incidentally 

end up in the Atlantic. They took to the Atlantic after coming to believe that it was impossible or 

difficult to reform the Church of England wholly from within England. As such, each group 

28 For versions of this dynamic which tend to focus on New England’s role in facilitating puritan-led religious 
conflicts throughout the Atlantic see Pestana, The English Atlantic in an Age of Revolution, 54-66; Games, 
Migration and Origins of the English Atlantic World, 160-162. Additionally, Winship argues in Godly Republicanism 
that New Englanders did not fully expect an exact replication of their “godly republic” model elsewhere, but that 
New England’s puritans did hope their particular form of church and government would be implemented in some 
fashion. 
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crafted a justification for their utilization of the Atlantic and each group essentially prioritized 

competing factors of location, economic concerns, political desire, and whether or not matters of 

church governance and practice needed to be immediately implemented. The difference in 

priorities between each group informed much of their behavior in the Atlantic, played a 

significant role in the state of puritan communities throughout England’s colonies, and created 

deep divisions among puritans in the Atlantic. 
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Chapter I 
Seen but not Heard: Virginia and the Start of Puritan Colonization 

The first several decades of English colonization in the Chesapeake are necessary to tell 

the story of why many puritans saw the Atlantic as a means of advancing their religious 

reformation of England. Not only did the Chesapeake’s puritans play an outsized role in the 

history of Virginia and Maryland, but Virginia helped to demonstrate the possibility of the 

colonies as avenues for specifically puritan ventures. The first significant stream of puritan 

colonizers was composed largely of Separatists. While there is evidence of “mainstream” puritan 

involvement in the Virginia Company, they had not yet defined themselves in opposition to the 

Church of England; there was little open strife between these puritans and Anglicans during the 

first two decades or so following Virginia’s founding.29 Additionally, Separatists were the first 

group of puritans to settle in Virginia, and the English colonies generally, in cohesive 

communities. Having openly rejected the Church of England, their unpopularity in England had 

already forced them to seek life outside of England in Holland, in some ways predisposing them 

to life in the Atlantic. They would both seek out the Atlantic to practice as puritans outside the 

29 I am using the phrase “mainstream puritans” to broadly refers to puritans who did not separate (or would not 
before the Civil War period) and more specifically refers to puritans who remained within the Church of England 
but had not yet embraced ideas seen as threatening by Anglican authorities as they would by the latter 1620s and 
beyond. Michael Raymond Bradley identifies four groups of puritans based on their relationship to the Church of 
England, with Separatists forming the most radical, “Non-separating Congregationalists” among whom the settlers 
of Massachusetts Bay belonged, “Presbyterianizing Anglicans” who ended up dominating the Westminster 
Assembly of Divines during the Civil War, and “Conformable Puritans” who urged reforms but never crossed 
Anglican authorities. The designation of “mainstream puritans” can refer to the three non-Separating groups of 
puritans. This designation also adheres closely to explanations of the place of puritans in the Anglican Church in 
subsequently cited works by Lake, Bond, and Bradburn. Michael Raymond Bradley, “The Puritans of Virginia: Their 
Influence on the Religious Life of the Old Dominion, 1607-1659” (PhD diss., Vanderbilt University, 1971): 14-31; 
Peter Lake, “Religious Tradition in Great Britain on the Eve of Colonization,” in The Cambridge History of Religions 
in America: Volume I, Pre-Columbian Times to 1790, ed. Stephen J. Stein (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2012): 73-95; Edward Bond and Joan R. Gundersen, The Episcopal Church in Virginia, 1607-2007 (Richmond: 
Episcopal Diocese of Virginia, 2007); Edward Bond, Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony: Religion in Seventeenth-
Century Virginia (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2000): 62-63; Douglas Bradburn, “The Eschatological Origins 
of the English Empire,” eds. Douglas Bradburn and John C. Coombs, Early Modern Virginia: Reconsidering the Old 
Dominion (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2011): 15-48. 
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purview of the Crown and Anglican Church, but also to take advantage of the commercial 

opportunities of the Atlantic to establish themselves as leaders in the colonies. Thus, they could 

form a base of influence physically outside of England but still within the English world. 

The timing of Virginia’s founding is important for analyzing puritans’ efforts to use 

colonization to achieve the reformation of England. From the latter part of Elizabeth I’s reign 

until the Laudian controversies of the 1620s and 1630s puritans largely remained within the 

Anglican Church, with Separatists being the major exception. It was during this period that 

colonization was first seriously undertaken, both unsuccessfully and successfully in the early 

seventeenth century. Settling the Chesapeake was framed and undertaken as a national project, 

with Anglican Protestantism being an integral part of the project. Mainstream puritans 

participated in the Virginia project both as colonists and Virginia Company members, leaders, 

and investors.30 

Additionally, the chaotic nature of Virginia’s initial decades helped establish and attract 

the first puritans to the English colonies. Separatists who had resettled in the Netherlands were 

hampered by law and unpopularity from achieving real influence in England. Thus, many were 

attracted to early Virginia by its economic potential, weak political structure, and desperation for 

settlers. Beginning in the late 1610s, Separatists began to settle in Virginia in relatively small, 

though significant numbers, and many of them would become influential colonists. By this time 

the Virginia Company had begun to seek out new sources of colonists and Virginia’s dynamic of 

30 Edward Bond, Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony: Religion in Seventeenth-Century Virginia (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 2000): viii – ix; Peter Lake, Moderate Puritans and the Elizabethan Church (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981); Peter Lake, “Calvinism and the English Church, 1570-1635,” Past and Present, no. 114 (Feb. 
1987): 32-76; Peter Lake, “Religious Tradition in Great Britain on the Eve of Colonization,” in The Cambridge History 
of Religion in America, Vol. I: Pre-Columbian Times to 1790 (New York: Cambridge University, 2000): 73-95; James 
D. Blatt, “English, Dutch, and Swedish Protestantism in the Era of Exploration and Early Colonization,” in The 
Cambridge History of Religion in America, Vol. I: Pre-Columbian Times to 1790, ed. Stephen J. Stein (New York: 
Cambridge University, 2000): 219-238; Douglas Bradburn, “The Eschatological Origins of the English Empire,” 15-
56. 
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disparate settlement was firmly established. This made it easier for Separatists to take advantage 

of what Jon Butler described as the “vigorous localism” which characterized early Virginia 

generally, but especially its prevailing religious landscape.31 

Studying the early decades of Virginia’s colonial history is frustrated by the dearth of 

primary sources. This predicament has not necessarily caused Virginia’s history to be neglected, 

but it does pose a number of challenges. Official records form the bulk of reliable source 

material, and even these collections suffer from significant gaps and missing material. For 

colonial Virginia’s early religious history, the scholarship predominately focuses on the 

development of a stable, though unique, Anglican church structure. With the exception of 

Virginia’s initial settlement, whose place in the development of England’s nationalist Protestant 

identity is a continual source of scholarship, the focus tends to shift to the consequences of the 

lack of a formal Anglican establishment and how Virginia’s unique demographics, environment, 

politics, economy, and development created a unique implementation of the Anglican Church 

and vice versa. Much of this scholarship has an eye towards the eighteenth century, in which 

most religious studies focus on the dramatic articulation of religious freedom and liberty during 

the Revolutionary Era as a result of tensions between the Anglican-aligned tidewater planter 

class and the emerging evangelical and dissenting sects (including among Virginia’s African and 

African-American population).32 

31 Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1990): 48; L.H. Roper, The English Empire in America, 1602-1658 (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2009): chap. 
5. 
32 Thomas J. Curry, The First Freedoms: Church and State in America to the Passage of the First Amendment (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1986): chap. 2; Patricia U. Bonomi, Under the Cope of Heaven: Religion, Society, and 
Politics in Colonial America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986); James Horn, Adapting to a New World: 
English Society in the Seventeenth Century Chesapeake (Chapel Hill: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early 
American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia by the University of North Carolina Press, 1994); Peter C. 
Mancall, Hakluyt’s Promise: An Elizabethan’s Obsession for an English America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2007); Andrew Fitzmaurice, Humanism and America: An Intellectual History of English Colonization, 1500-1625 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Perry Miller, Errand Into the Wilderness (Cambridge MA: Belknap 

https://population).32
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Few historians would argue definitively that religion was unimportant in seventeenth 

century Virginia, but the chronic lack of sources (also overshadowed by New England’s 

exceedingly rich source base for religious life), the long-held reputation of Virginia as an 

economic venture, and the arc of colonial Virginia’s religious history ending with the 

development of the modern notion of “separation of church and state,” have all contributed to the 

challenges faced in studying early Virginia’s puritan history. Additionally, discussions of the 

religious nature of early Virginia have had to rely on close readings of available sources and 

placing Virginia into broader developments in English religious ideas. The frequency of 

complaints by colonists themselves and the understanding that all of Virginia’s institutions 

appeared to be in a state of chaos have forced historians to rely on the broadly held notions that 

commerce and religion were always intertwined in the motives for English colonization during 

the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. This has produced a picture of early 

seventeenth century Virginia as a broadly Anglican but with a chaotic and improvisational 

religious infrastructure and landscape. However, by utilizing Virginia’s place in the English 

Atlantic and placing it in conversation with other puritan groups, colonies, and communities 

Virginia’s puritan history becomes much more interesting and important.33 

Press of Harvard University Press, 1956): Chap. IV, “Religion and Society in the Early Literature of Virginia.”; John 
Parker, “Religion in the Virginia Colony, 1609-1610,” in The Westward Enterprise: English Activities in Ireland, the 
Atlantic, and America, 1480-1650 edited by K.R. Andrews, N.P. Canny, P.E.H. Hair, and David B. Quinn (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1979): 245-270. 
33 David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British Empire (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000); 
Edward L. Bond, Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony, 2000; Bond, “England’s Soteriology of Empire and the Roots of 
Colonial Identity in Early Virginia,” 1997; Douglas Bradburn, “The Eschatological Origins of the English Empire,” 15-
56; James H. Hutson, Church and State in America: The First Two Centuries (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2008); John K. Nelson, A Blessed Company: Parishes, Parsons, and Parishioners in Anglican Virginia, 1690-1776 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001); John A. Ragosta, Wellspring of Liberty: How Virginia’s 
Religious Dissenters Helped Win the American Revolution and Secured Religious Liberty (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010). 
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English Atlantic networks created by puritans, and in particular Separatists, have been 

identified as critical pieces of the English Atlantic as it emerged and coalesced over the course of 

the seventeenth century. Virginia’s puritans have been identified as a crucial part of these 

networks. As Virginia’s economy was increasingly dominated by merchants and planters 

connected to Atlantic family-anchored commercial networks, puritans played a significant role in 

shaping Virginia’s economy. Separatists in particular embraced the construction of these 

networks. Unlike the nobles puritans, such as the Earl of Warwick, who already possessed vast 

political and economic resources, Separatists were more physically present throughout the 

Atlantic. Because of their relative unpopularity and their rejection of Anglican authority, many 

saw an opportunity in the Atlantic to both create a space for themselves to live with less 

Anglican authority, but also to enhance their political, economic, and social stature in a way that 

would have been much more difficult in England. Unlike the Massachusetts Bay puritans, 

Separatists were less interested in society-wide experimentation, nor were they organized into 

any real cohesive group (one exception may have been the Plymouth puritans). While there is 

evidence that all types of puritans were involved in Virginia, Separatists were among the first 

and most personally involved groups to gain stature in Virginia and the Atlantic.34 

34 For broad discussions of puritans as anchors of commercial networks see Robert Brenner, Merchants and 
Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s Overseas Traders, 1550-1653 (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1993); Alison Games, Migration and the Origins of the English Atlantic World and The 
Web of Empire: English Cosmopolitans in an Age of Expansion, 1560-1660, chap. 7 in particular. For the role of 
puritans in the political development of the English Atlantic see; Carla Gardina Pestana, The English Atlantic in an 
Age of Revolution, 1640-1661 and Protestant Empire: Religion and the Making of the British Atlantic World. For 
Virginia puritans’ particular place in the Atlantic see April Lee Hatfield, Atlantic Virginia: Intercolonial Relations in 
the Seventeenth Century, chap. 5. For a particularly effective explanation of the Separatists’ merging of spiritual, 
economic, and political goals and their implementation in them Atlantic see Rachel L. Monroy, “On the Trade 
Winds of Faith: Puritan Networks in the Making of an Atlantic World.” For a wider discussion of the role played by 
religious networks generally in forming English Atlantic networks see Nuala Zahedia, The Capital and the Colonies: 
London and the Atlantic Economy, 1660-1700 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
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Several scholars have pointed out that many of the earliest leaders, settlers, and ministers 

involved in the Virginia project were puritans or sympathetic to them. However, the scarcity of 

remaining records and the state of puritanism at that time make coming up with a definite 

argument difficult. Edward Bond and Douglas Bradburn describe how the level of puritan 

influence in Virginia’s founding years has been difficult to discern because the relationship 

between so-called “mainstream” puritans and Anglicans had not yet become as adversarial as it 

would by the 1620s and 1630s. There were several fairly notable examples of puritans involved 

in Virginia. Some were either well-connected to other puritans and were likely puritan-leaning 

themselves, such as Alexander Whitaker, and definite early puritans, such as Henry Jacobs, were 

tasked to go to Virginia.35 Darrett Rutman suggested that the puritans were poised to become a 

significant force in Virginia, but that the high fatality of the colony’s early years essentially 

erased them from the colony.36 However, James B. Bell suggests the possibility that puritans 

were extremely active in the Virginia Company: “it is probable that all 22 of the ordained men” 

sent by the Virginia Company “were allied with the Anglican-Puritan group within the 

church…”37 Despite the evidence of early mainstream puritan involvement in Virginia, their 

influence has been impossible to measure with precision. However, the likelihood that 

mainstream puritans were a significant presence in Virginia from the beginning may have, on 

some level, made it easier to integrate the influx of Separatists later on may have made many 

Virginians more sympathetic to the puritan camp when they became more assertive in the 1640s. 

35 Babette Levy, “Early Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies,” 92-113. Levy presents a straightforward 
description of the puritan credentials or connections of many individuals associated with the Virginia Company. 
36 Darrett B. Rutman, American Puritanism: Faith and Practice (New York: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1970): 49-50. 
37 James B. Bell, Empire, Religion, and Revolution in Early Virginia, 1607-1786 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan): 81-
83. 
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The Arrival of the Separatists 

While puritans were very likely to have been a significant part of the Virginia Company, 

it was the settlement of Separatists that created an actual puritan community in Virginia and 

established the dynamic for puritans living in Virginia. Following the arrival of the first 

significant Separatist groups in Virginia during the 1610s and early 1620s, their time in Virginia 

was relatively quiet until the 1640s. The basics of their religious practice, relationships and 

tensions with other Virginians, and other puritans are inhibited by a lack of source material 

during this time. Total numbers are difficult to ascertain, but the first patents given to 

Christopher Lawne and Edward Bennett indicate they were expected to bring a combined three-

hundred settlers to Virgnia. While Lawne died after his plantation was created, Bennett and his 

family members continued to bring more settlers through the 1630s.38 However, by delving into 

Virginia’s political landscape and religious politics, and more specifically by studying the 

profiles of influential early puritans and analyzing the negotiations behind Separatists’ settlement 

reveals the challenges faced by Separatists in the colony’s early decades. Virginia’s dispersed 

settlement, distance from religious and political authority, and tendency to settle together 

allowed them to live within an officially Anglican colony without causing any divisions. A 

significant number of Separatists were able to reside in Virginia and even enjoyed influential 

positions in the colony. This was almost certainly due to Separatists’ awareness of their own 

precarious position in the colony and the fact that many of these Separatists had adopted a 

38 For Lawne’s numbers see, W.G. Stanard, ed., “Abstracts of Virginia Land Patents,” The Virginia Magazine of 
History and Biography 2, no. 1 (Jul., 1894): 68. For Bennett’s see, W.G. Stanard, ed., “Abstracts of Virginia Land 
Patents,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 3, no. 1 (Jul., 1895): 54. 
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position of flexibility and adaptability that differed from congregations they had left in England 

and Holland.39 

Additionally, the members of this Separatist wave of settlement in Virginia were not a 

monolithic entity. The earliest leaders of puritan settlement were members of Francis Johnson’s 

Ancient Church in Holland and had become frustrated with the seemingly endless internal 

disputes and factions. Many came to believe that enhancing their own personal stature and 

influence would be more effective in changing England’s religious fabric than exiling 

themselves. Edward Bennett was the quintessential and most influential of these puritan leaders. 

This group hailed from an emerging middle class who sought to accumulate wealth and influence 

by amassing land in the colonies and constructing large commercial networks giving them power 

throughout the English Atlantic. Taking advantage of the head-right system in Virginia and the 

immense amount of authority landowners were given over their plantations in Virginia, they 

were able to build bases of modest power in Virginia. This autonomy and further growth of 

economic stature by these leaders and their successors allowed for persistence of puritan 

communities through the 1640s. Then Virginia’s puritans were able to openly challenge the 

royalist and conformist Virginia governor and even assume control of the colony. The “tactics” 

of this group of puritans was similar to the puritan nobles, as both placed a priority on building 

influence through wealth and power over spiritual purity.40 

39 Sir William Throckmorton, Richard Berkeley, et al. “Ordinances Direccons and Instructions to Captaine John 
Woodlefe,” September 4, 1619 in Records of the Virginia Company: Volume III edited by Susan Myra Kingsbury 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1933): 207 – 210; Sir Nathaniel Rich, “Note Which I Presently Took of 
Captain Bargrave’s Discourse to me Concerning Sir Edwin Sandys,” May 16, 1623 in Records of the Virginia 
Company: Volume IV edited by Susan Myra Kingsbury (Washington, DC: 1935): 194-195. 
40 John Bennett Boddie, Seventeenth Century Isle of Wight County, Virginia: A History of the County of Isle of Wight, 
Virginia, during the Seventeenth Century (Chicago: Chicago Law Printing Company, 1938): chaps. 1-3; Bond, 
Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony, 110-112; Bradley, “The Puritans of Virginia: Their Influence on the Religious Life 
of the Old Dominion, 1607-1659,” 62-69; Monroy, “On the Trade Winds of Faith: Puritan Networks in the Making 
of the Atlantic World,” diss. (University of South Carolina, 2015): chaps. 1 -2. Monroy argues that the Bennetts and 
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Separatists were the first puritans to venture into the Atlantic as such. Having renounced 

the Church of England and resettled in the Netherlands, many Separatists faced the dilemma of 

wanting to remain in the English fold while having adopted too radical a position for them to 

return to England and maintain their own churches. During the 1610s, relocating to the colonies 

became an attractive choice to many of them, though the decision required significant 

compromises. This would set the status quo for Virginia’s puritans until the early 1640s. 

Separatist settlers were discreetly permitted to settle in Virginia by the Virginia Company and 

the Crown where they would be able to settle together and form new plantations which allowed 

them control over their own selection of ministers and any local officials. However, they would 

have to avoid religious controversy as Virginia would officially remain an Anglican colony and 

no public or official exception would be made for Separatists. 

Despite the evidence that mainstream puritans may have been heavily involved in the 

Virginia Company from the beginning, Separatists would not have been very welcome in the 

early years of the colony. The earlier charters do not mention Separatists specifically, but did 

make clear that the Church of England and its doctrines were to be followed. This included that 

the Oath of Supremacy, recognition of the King as the Supreme Governor of the Anglican 

Church, be regularly administered to colonists.41 Around 1609 and 1610, a number of ministers 

went on a sermonizing blitz in England to garner support for the fledgling colony. These 

sermons contain a significant amount invective towards Separatists. In a 1609 sermon, Robert 

Gray emphasized the importance of religious unity in Virginia. He encouraged the company to 

carefully choose ministers whose first priority would be the spiritual health of the colony rather 

other members of the Ancient Church saw a fusion of economic success and religious devotion as necessary for 
their survival as a consequence of lessons learned from their tumultuous time in Holland. 
41 Charters of 1606 and 1609, in The Statutes at Large; Being a Collection of all the Laws of Virginia…, Vol. I, edited 
by William Waller Hening (Richmond: 1908): 57-98. 
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than pushing any radical viewpoint. He warned that divisive ministers would “open a gappe to 

schisme and contempt of religion” that would lead to a broader breakdown of the colony’s 

society.42 In 1609, George Benson preached that Virginia was a step in England’s course to bring 

about the true reformation and for it to succeed it needed to avoid the schisms wracking England 

itself. Benson made a distinction between mainstream puritans and Separatists. Benson urged the 

mainstream puritans, men “worthy of much prayse…yet so impatient at the ceremonies of our 

Church,” to remain united with the Anglicans in Virginia, but not to tolerate Separatists. He 

blamed them for the divisions within the Anglican Church and claimed would cause even worse 

disruptions in a more fragile society such as Virginia.43 These and other similar sermons were 

used to garner a new round of financial support for the Virginia Company. Some historians have 

interpreted the attacks as deliberate attempts for mainstream puritans involved in Virginia to 

avoid a damaging association with Separatism.44 

Additionally, laws and instructions for the Virginia Company and colony often contained 

language about the importance of maintaining religious unity and avoiding religious strife. Many 

of these directives and laws were standard fare in terms of upholding the official church, but 

contained language that either outlawed or gave direction to officials to come down on behavior 

that went against the Church. While these instructions never singled them out by name, 

Separatists were almost certainly a primary group targeted by the laws. It was customary that 

colonial officials uphold the rules and functions of the Church of England and many of these 

laws and instructions contained warning aimed at least in part against Separatists. Virginia 

governor Thomas Gates was instructed in 1609 to maintain the colony’s religion “according to 

42 Robert Gray, A Good Speed to Virginia, (London, 1609). 
43 George Benson, A Sermon preached at Paules Crosse (London: 1609): quotes on page 29. 
44 John Parker, “Religion in the Virginia Colony, 1609-1610,” 245-270. 

https://Separatism.44
https://Virginia.43
https://society.42


 
 

               

              

             

             

               

             

               

                  

              

           

              

               

              

               

                 

                

                

               

                   

           

                                                           
                 
               
           
                   

      

35 

the constitucons of the Church of England in all fundamentall pointes” and that “Schisme be 

exemplarily punished.”45 The terms for individuals setting up plantations were often strict on the 

question of conformity. In 1621, Captain John Woodlefe was given instructions for the 

administration of a plantation at Berkeley’s Hundred which included a lengthy and detailed 

section on the religious schedules and practices the plantation was to observe. It included an 

emphasis on conformity: “The rites and ceremonies authorized prescribed or apoynted by the 

eccliasticall lawes or cannons of this realme of England and booke of comon prayer (established 

by authority) be in all things observed and kept, according as it is used in the church of 

England.”46 These instructions applied only to a specific plantation, but the specificity of the 

instructions demonstrate that the Virginia Company took conformity quite seriously. 

Even once the first Separatists began to arrive in Virginia in 1618, the Virginia 

government continued to pass laws that called for a strict adherence to Anglican Church practice. 

The punishments, however, offered ways to avoid conflict, likely to keep the peace between 

courted Separatist settlers with the need to uphold the Anglican Church. Laws passed in the 

summer of 1619 stated that ministers were to follow all “lawes and orders of the churche of 

England” and “whosoever of them shalbe found negligent or faulty in this kind shalbe subject to 

the censure of the Governor and Counsell of Estate.”47 Since enforcement of any laws in Virginia 

were already the responsibility of the colonial government, this new law likely did not change 

any actual practice but it was the first law to give leeway to the colonial officials in matters of 

conformity. Additionally, the laws began to further devolve responsibilities for maintaining 

45 Instructions to Sir Thomas Gates, May 1609 in Records of the Virginia Company, Vol. III, 14. 
46 Instruction to Captain John Woodlefe from Sir William Throckmorton, Richard Berkeley, and others, September 
4, 1619 in Records of the Virginia Company, Vol. III, 208. 
47 John Pory, “A Report of the Manner and Proceeding in the General Assembly…,” July and August, 1619 in 
Records of the Virginia Company, 172. 
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ministers, in particular for newer settlements which would include settlements that Separatists 

were creating at the time. In 1620, the Virginia Company stated that the selection and 

maintenance of a minister was the responsibility of the “severall Adventurers and Planters” for 

each particular plantation, while the Virginia Company would continue to handle ministerial 

appointments in the four so-called “ancient” boroughs.48 This change was part of a larger 

package of reforms to entice investors and planters who in exchange for more personal control 

over their plantations would bring long-term stability and profitability to the colony. However, 

by giving them the responsibility to maintain ministers on their own plantations, potential 

disputes between puritan and more conformity-minded colonists could be avoided. At the very 

least, the colonial government or Company would not have to referee such disputes, which could 

become much more public and draw unwanted scrutiny. 

These changes to the oversight of Virginia’s churches also came at a time when colonial 

laws and instructions from the Company in London began to include more emphasis on avoiding 

religious divisions. While maintaining adherence to the Church of England remained the crux of 

the laws, they appeared to place greater priority on avoiding divisiveness more than on enforcing 

statute. In the same act by the Virginia Company that devolved responsibility for ministers, they 

gave ministers instructions to avoid “all factions, and needless Novelties, tending onely to the 

disturbance of peace and unity…;” but this directive did not have any kind of enforcement 

mechanism attached.49 Several laws or instructions in the following years tended to repeat nearly 

verbatim the emphasis on unity as well as the warning against factions and “needless 

48 Broadside, “Treasurer, Councell, and Company for Virginia,” May 17, 1620 in Records of the Virginia Company, 
Vol. III, 275-281. 
49 Broadside, “Treasurer, Councell, and Company for Virginia,” May 17, 1620 in Records of the Virginia Company, 
Vol. III, 275-281. 
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Novelties.”50 Separatists were not be only the group who could foment religious disturbances. 

The colony was still seen as fragile, so putting a priority on minimizing internal strife would 

certainly be a natural concern. However, the timing of these admonitions corresponded to 

changes in the governance of the religious infrastructure and the influx of Separatists settlers 

reflected the tensions over Virginia Company Treasurer Sir Edwin Sandys’s policy of bringing 

Separatists to Virginia. 

While the first Separatists arrived under Christopher Lawne in 1618, the only surviving 

record of negotiations is between the Leyden Separatists, who ended up founding the Plymouth 

Colony, and the Virginia Company. It is found in William Bradford’s Of Plimouth Plantation. 

While they never made it to Virginia, the Leyden Separatists’ discussions with the Virginia 

Company reveal the circumstances faced by Separatists who did settle in Virginia during this 

period. Allowing Separatists to settle in Virginia was controversial and sensitive for all parties 

involved. The compromise made to allow Separatists to settle created the standard dynamic for 

Virginia’s puritans for the next few decades. The Separatists worried they would face the same 

limitations they faced in England. Some colonists and Virginia Company members worried the 

Separatists would cause unneeded strife at best, or introduce a treasonous element to Virginia at 

worst. Proponents of bringing Separatists to Virginia had to tread carefully to avoid controversy. 

Ultimately, the compromise reached allowed the establishment of plantations led, and populated 

by, Separatists who would have de facto religious autonomy so long as they kept a low profile in 

terms of religion in the colony. Meanwhile, the Virginia Company would not make any legal 

exception for Separatists in terms of conformity. Because of Virginia’s institution of local 

50 Orders and Constitutions…, 1619/1620 in Records of the Virginia Company, Vol. III, 348; Instructions to the 
Governor and Council of State in Virginia, July 24, 1621 in Records of the Virginia Company, Vol. IV, 468; Council 
and Assembly. Laws and Orders, March 5, 1624 in Records of the Virginia Company, Vol. IV, 581. 
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control over churches and ministers, Separatists would be able to largely practice as they wished. 

Yet the introduction of Separatists to Virginia did not go unnoticed. It did become a point of 

contention in the factional battles for control of the Virginia Company that characterized the 

years leading to the Company’s final dissolution. 

According to William Bradford, many of the Separatists considering Virginia feared their 

situation would be no different than in England because the Virginia Company was unwilling to 

grant them any exemption from conformity laws. Sandys’s attempts to find a way for Separatists 

to settle in Virginia was not simply due to sheer desperation to boost numbers but was more 

compatible with his own political views. Characterization of Sandys’s religious views spans 

from moderate Anglican to ardently sympathetic puritan. Regardless of his precise views, much 

of Sandys’s writings emphasized that short of cataclysmic war some measure of compromise and 

toleration would eventually have to be worked out. By the time he took the helm of the Virginia 

Company, Sandys had embraced the notion that relocating dissenting religious groups to the 

colonies could be a salve for England’s internal religious divide. However, Sandys himself had 

to tread carefully in courting Separatists for Virginia. His tenure was wracked by struggles 

between different factions of the Virginia Company and too much favor to Separatists could 

open himself up to attacks about his leadership, which in turn gave Separatists every reason to 

avoid controversy themselves.51 

So toxic was the dispute within the Company that even the prominent puritan Rich family 

appeared prepared to utilize the settlement of Separatists as evidence of treasonous behavior by 

Sandys, who was further accused of harboring anti-monarchical views. While these accusations 

do not appear to have been actually utilized by the Rich faction, Sir Nathaniel Rich did make and 

51 Theodore K. Rabb, Jacobean Gentleman: Sir Edwin Sandys, 1561-1629 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1998): 34, 322-331. 

https://themselves.51
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keep a record of them. Rich himself recorded the contents of a private conversation with Captain 

Bargrave who accused Sandys of working “to erect a free State in Virginia.” This accusation was 

directly tied to his work settling Separatists. According to Bargrave, “those Brownists by their 

Doctrine claiminge a libertie [to disagreeing] to the Government of Monarches” would help 

Sandys achieve his supposed goal of a Virginia independent of the Crown. Additionally, 

Bargrave further charged that if Sandys had his way in Virginia that the Separatists would “have 

no government put upon them but by their owne [consents]…” He further argued that if Sandys’s 

tenure governing Virginia was fully investigated “it would be found that he [Sandys] aimed at 

nothing more then to make a free Popular State there…” The Rich family did not appear to 

emphasize these explosive charges. If the king were made aware of them he surely dismissed 

them, having given his private consent to the migration of Virginia’s Separatists himself. 

However, the fact that Nathaniel Rich made the effort to record and preserve these charges 

indicates that these accusations had the potential to be utilized at a future date.52 Additionally, 

Bargrave proposed a reform of Virginia’s government that would have essentially branded any 

non-conformity as treason. Bargrave suggested that any non-conformist would be deemed a 

“resister of our soveraigne power” and would either be imprisoned until they reformed or would 

be banished from Virginia and sent to England for punishment.53 While Bargrave’s ideas were 

52 Note by Sir Nathaniel Rich, May 16, 1623. Duke of Manchester Papers, no. 368, Library of Congress, Washington, 
D.C., Photostats. The above quotes come from my own transcription of the document. The document is also 
transcribed in Kingsbury, Records of the Virginia Company, Vol. IV, 194-195. For an explanation of the role 
Bargrave’s accusations played in the campaign to remove Sandys from his position in the Virginia Company see 
both Theodore Rabb, Jacobean Gentleman, 381 and Wesley Frank Craven, Dissolution of the Virginia Company: The 
Failure of a Colonial Experiment (New York: Oxford University Press, 1932): 276-285. Rabb suggests Bragrave’s 
accusations stemmed from Bargrave’s own “private obsession” with anti-monarchical views. Craven, whom Rabb 
also directly cites, further explains that while the Rich family likely held these charges in reserve to perhaps use if 
Virginia Company disputes did not break their way, that Bargrave’s accusations were also the result of long-
standing personal and financial grievances with the Virginia Company. 
53 John Bargrave, “A Form of Policy for Virginia,” before December 7, 1623 in Records of the Virginia Company, Vol. 
IV, 413. 

https://punishment.53
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implemented, their retention in both personal and official Virginia Company records showed the 

sheer toxicity with which Separatists were viewed and therefore just how precarious the position 

of Separatists in Virginia was in their earliest years. Additionally, one premise behind these 

allegations, that proper authority would be difficult to exert over a far-off colony, inversely 

validated Separatists’ idea that distance from England would allow them some measure of 

freedom to operate as they wished. 

Separatists themselves were acutely aware of their vulnerable positions and knew from 

the start of the negotiations that keeping a low profile was necessary. The negotiations took place 

between the interested Separatists, Sandys, and the Crown. Additionally, Sandys had to satisfy 

the concerns of enough other Virginia Company members. The Separatists’ primary concern was 

that in Virginia they could still face the same persecution they felt in England. Ideally, they had 

hoped to be given autonomy over their own religious affairs within Virginia, but knew that was 

unlikely. Sandys and King James I worried that giving any official exception to the Separatists 

would cause too much controversy: Sandys worried about causing a rift in the Virginia Company 

while James was concerned about undermining his own authority over English religious matters. 

First, the Separatists had to assuage fears that their views held heretical or disruptive views and 

that they would flout the governance of the colony. The Separatists made major concessions and 

emphasized that their practices were not anything to be feared. They had to explain their church 

practices to the Virginia Company to demonstrate that they were not controversial. They 

emphasized their similarity to the “French reformed churches” and that any differences with 

them were more cosmetic than substantive: “We agree in all things with the French reformed 

churches, according to their publick confession of faith; though some small differences to be 

found in our practices…but only in some accidentall circumstances.” Second, the Separatists 
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went to great lengths to demonstrate that they would not pose a problem to authority. In a 

January 1618 letter, John Robinson and William Brewster revealed that in addition to taking an 

Oath of Allegiance they would be willing, though reluctant, to take the Oath of Supremacy.54 

This was an extraordinary gesture from a group whose defining characteristic was the rejection 

of the Church of England, but it demonstrated the willingness to compromise among many 

Separatists who undertook colonization.55 

The sentiment behind the offer to take the Oath of Supremacy formed one side of the 

eventual compromise. In the offer to take the oath, the Separatists made good on their promise 

that they would not cause any unnecessary disturbances in exchange for some religious 

autonomy and would essentially make a public statement of their loyalty to the king. Taking an 

oath, which could only make them more vulnerable to persecution, was made possible by a 

compromise from James I: “that the King’s Majesty was willing enough to suffer them without 

molestation, though for other reasons he would not confirm it by any public act.”56 This 

assurance put enough Separatists at ease that they would not suffer persecution in Virginia, but 

many were still suspicious that, without a public declaration, any safety could be easily removed. 

While James’s mild acquiescence helped ease the way for their settlement in Virginia, without 

any publicly stated special exception for Separatists, their position would always be precarious. 

In a testament to how controversial their settling in Virginia was, King James I was unwilling to 

give any official or public approval to English Separatists, but his council for Virginia approved 

54 John Robinson and William Brewster to Sir John Worssenham [Wolstenholme], Jan 27, 1618 in Of Plymouth 
Plantation, 1620-1647 by William Bradford edited by Samuel Eliot Morison (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1970): 353-
354. 
55 Michael P. Winship emphasized that the actual practices of Separatists and other puritans were not substantially 
different. Godly Republicanism: Puritans, Pilgrims, and a City on a Hill (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2012): chap. 2. 
56 William Bradford, Of Plymouth Plantation edited by Samuel Eliot Morison (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1970): 29-
31. 

https://colonization.55
https://Supremacy.54
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a request for French and Walloon settlers provided they became a subjects of the King and 

agreed to conform to the Church of England.57 

In February of 1620, the Virginia Company finally gave permission for the Leyden 

Separatists to settle in Virginia on their own plantation with relative autonomy. The language 

was almost certainly intentionally vague and full of cautions: 

It was ordered also by general Consent that such Captaines or leaders of Particular 
Plantacons that shall go there to inhabit by virtue of their Grants and Plant themselves 
their Tenants and Servants in Virginia, they shall have liberty till a form of Government 
be here settled for them, Associating unto them divers of the gravest & discreetes of their 
Companies, to make Orders, Ordinances and Constitucons for the better ordering and 
directing of their Servants and business Provided they be not Repugnant to the Lawes of 
England.58 

The language of this grant shows how fraught the idea of letting a group of Separatists settle as 

their own distinct community was. The Virginia Company would not even identify them with 

any specificity. Additionally, any other group whose practices or loyalty was a concern usually 

specified they take the usual oaths whereas here they warned against laws being “repugnant,” 

rather than just illegal. However, the grant allowed them a significant amount of autonomy. 

Shortly before the Leyden Separatists group set sail they received advice from Leyden Separatist 

minister John Robinson, who extolled them to be cautious: “And, lastly, your intended course of 

civil community will minister continual occasion of offense, and will be as fuel for that fire, 

except you diligently quench it with brotherly forebearance.”59 Robinson was specifically 

referencing internal disputes, but their commitment to policing themselves was partially borne of 

57 Answer to the Request of the Walloons and French to Plant in Virginia, August 11, 1621, in Kingsbury, Records of 
the Virginia Company, Vol. III, 491-492. 
58 General Quarter Court, February 2, 1619/20, in Kingsbury, Virginia Company Records, Vol. I, 303; For 
surrounding context explaining the intention of this entry see Edward D. Neill, History of the Virginia Company of 
London with Letters to and from the First Colony Never Before Printed (New York: 1869): 129-130 and see fn. 6, pg. 
39 by Samuel Eliot Morison, in Of Plymouth Plantation, 1620-1647 by William Bradford (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1970). 
59 John Robinson to John Carver, 1620 in William Bradford, Of Plymouth Plantation edited by Samuel Eliot Morison 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1970): 369. 

https://England.58
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the fact that too much attention from other authorities could prove disastrous for them. While this 

specific group would end up settling in Plymouth, the agreements made between them, the 

Virginia Company, and the king reflect the just how precarious the situation was for Separatists 

in Virginia. The terms of this agreement were also responsible for establishing the prevailing 

dynamic for Virginia’s puritan communities until the 1640s. While they could take advantage of 

the decentralized religious and political structure to exercise greater control over their own local 

religious affairs, Virginia’s puritans would have to rely on authorities keeping their promises 

while accepting primary responsibility for avoiding controversy. 

The Origins of Virginia’s Separatist Merchant-Planter Puritan Elite 

Of the Separatists who did settle in Virginia, their leadership was composed largely of a 

relatively new class of English merchant-planter. Beginning in the late 1610s and early 1620s, 

new investment and settlement of Virginia colonists became dominated by merchant-planters. 

These merchant-planters sometimes divided their time between Virginia and England, but 

utilized family networks to directly manage their plantations and other affairs. In time, many of 

these family agents built up their own holdings in Virginia while living there. Additionally, these 

men often were responsible for providing all the necessary personnel for the entire community, 

including ministers where possible. Their influence over Virginia’s puritan community was 

further enhanced by the dissolution of the Virginia Company. While many of these men had been 

influential in the Company, its leadership had been dominated by nobles and other merchants 

who often had little interest in personally traveling to or living in Virginia. From 1624 to Sir 

William Berkeley’s appointment as royal governor in 1642, Virginia’s government was almost 
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entirely selected from residents already living and invested in Virginia. This left the large 

plantation owners to dominate the colony’s politics.60 

Two of the more influential early leaders of Separatists emigration to Virginia were 

Christopher Lawne and Edward Bennett. Both Lawne and Bennett had previously been elders of 

the Ancient Church in Holland. They, and Bennett especially, eventually received patents and 

grants of land to bring hundreds of settlers, many of them also Separatists. In addition to being 

granted a large amount of personal influence over their plantations, Lawne and Bennett were 

notable in that their beliefs for the advancement of puritan ideas lay with enhancing their 

personal stature to gain influence, rather than focusing first on theological purity or disputes. 

Both had become disenchanted with the Ancient Church. Lawne became quite critical of the 

church and eventually left. He authored two diatribe-filled pamphlets wherein he criticized 

Church’s leaders for hypocrisy and being infected with pride and self-righteousness which led to 

constant internal divides and disputes. Interestingly, Lawne singled out Edward Bennett “as a 

horne of the beast, that lends his power, wealth, and authoritie to the maintenance of the 

beast…As the King of Spaine is unto the Pope: so is Master Benet[Bennett] unto Master Johnson 

[Francis Johnson].”61 

Lawne led the earliest puritan groups to settle in Virginia in 1618 and the conditions for 

his plantation reveal both how Separatists were able to settle in their own communities without 

causing controversy. His plantation also demonstrates how the decentralized nature of Virginia’s 

60 For a discussion on the “merchant-planter” influence in Virginia both during and after the Virginia Company’s 
existence see Brenner, Merchants and Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s Overseas 
Traders, 1550-1653, chap. III. 
61 Quote is from Christopher Lawne, The Prophane Schism of the Brownists or Separatists (London, 1612): 11-12; 
Lawne, Brownisme turned the In-side out-ward.…, (London, 1613); Keith L. Sprunger, Dutch Puritanism: A History of 
the English and Scottish Churches of the Netherlands in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1982): 56. 

https://politics.60
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government allowed Separatists to live in Virginia. While Lawne died the following year, 

leaving Edward Bennett to become the primary driver of puritan settlement in Virginia, his grant 

for a plantation in 1618 was influential in creating Virginia’s puritan community. In instructions 

to George Yeardley, the Virginia Company outlined that Lawne’s settlers were to settle as group 

“joining themselves under one head.” Lawne led a group of colonists derived largely from his 

supporters who were also disenchanted with the Ancient Church while the Company wanted a 

large influx of settlers but needed to avoid stoking religious controversies. The Virginia 

Company allowed Lawne’s plantation a large amount of autonomy. Lawne’s and subsequent 

plantations were not allowed to be within five miles of already established cities and boroughs. 

New plantations were to be placed at least ten miles from existing plantations and were to be 

incorporated into a single territory, thus giving them the ability to select their own burgesses and 

local officials. The Company justified this position stating: “Our intent being…to alot unto every 

one his due yet so as neither to breed Disturbance to the Right of others nor to interrupt the good 

form of Government intended.”62 These rules for establishing plantations did not apply only to 

Separatist-led settlements, but the timing is not likely to be a coincidence since it occurred at the 

same time as the arrival of a substantial community of Separatists. These rules allowed for a 

degree of local autonomy, including an amount of religious autonomy, that also did not appear to 

undermine the authority of the Crown and Anglican Church. 

Edward Bennett was also responsible for sponsoring a significant fraction of Virginia’s 

early puritan colonists. Bennett was the epitome of an emerging economic and political class of 

men that merged their economic success with political and religious influence. Bennett was 

quite active in using his economic resources to support his religious and political causes. Bennett 

62 Instructions to George Yeardley, November 18, 1618 in Kingsbury, Records of the Virginia Company, Volume III, 
103-105. 
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had been active in merging not only his own religious and economic ambitions, but also in 

merging them with nationalist goals as well. Despite his membership in the Ancient Church, 

Bennett would stridently argue for and actively participate in activities to advance England’s 

interest. 

One of the reasons Bennett was able to gain entry into the Virginia Company was 

because of his advocacy for a tobacco monopoly, in which he specifically referenced the ways in 

which such a monopoly would hurt the Spanish. His treatise focused simply on the potentials for 

England’s enrichment at the cost of England’s rivals and did not mention any religious 

motivations, even broadly popular anti-Catholic motives. For this, Bennett was recognized by 

both the House of Commons and Lords and was given membership in the Virginia Company. 

Interestingly, Bennett made a case that he was not acting in mere self-interest, but out of loyalty 

to England: “Its the zeale I beare to the good of the State in generall that makes me speake. If so 

what I point to take effect, I shall be most glad although to my own prejudice, for till it be 

forbidden I will trade in it [Spanish tobacco]…to get by as well as any other man, But I defie the 

particular gaines that brings a generall hurt.”63 Bennett, who had been a committed member of a 

deeply unpopular sect, had been able to convincingly present himself as a loyal English subject 

while still independently supporting puritan ventures elsewhere. For example, Bennett provided 

financial assistance to French Huguenots during the siege of Rochelle in the 1620s. Bennett’s 

example of utilizing his wealth to gain favor in the Virginia Company and in Parliament set an 

example that subsequent Virginia puritans would use to great effect.64 

63 Edward Bennett, A Treatise devided into three parts, touching the Inconveniences, that the Importation of 
Tobacco out of Spaine, hath Brought into this Land, (London, 1620); D. Reid Ross, “Edward Bennett and His Family 
in Early Seventeenth Century Virginia and Maryland,” Virginia Tidewater Genealogy 39 no. 2 (June 2008): 28-29. 
64 D. Reid Ross, “Edward Bennett and His Family in Early Seventeenth Century Virginia and Maryland,” 21-22; “A 
Patent for Mr. Bennett,” October 24, 1621 in Records of the Virginia Company, Vol. I, 534; Levy, “Early Puritanism 
in the Southern Colonies,” 108-109; Boddie, Seventeenth Century Isle of Wight County, 50-51. 

https://effect.64


 
 

               

               

               

              

               

                

            

              

               

                

              

           

                 

             

            

                

           

             

               

               

             

              

                                                           
                  

       

47 

Bennett’s influence on Virginia is apparent in the first group of colonists that he 

sponsored in 1621. Bennett received several patents for hundreds of settlers in the early 1620s. 

The patents were largely for areas along the Nansemond River which, along with the adjacent 

Isle of Wight County, became the centers of Virginia’s puritan community and activity. In 

addition to the sheer numbers of colonists, several of the individuals would play prominent roles 

in Virginia over the next few decades. Some of his relatives settled in Virginia, including two 

puritan ministers and his nephew, Richard Bennett. Perhaps the most consequential colonist 

sponsored by Edward Bennett, Richard arrived in Virginia in 1628 to manage Edward’s lands 

before amassing his own plantations. Along with brother Philip, Richard played a key role in 

defying Virginia’s official conformist laws in the 1640s and later became a leader in the puritan 

takeover of Virginia and Maryland, even becoming governor of Virginia during the 1650s.65 

Edward Bennett’s most significant contribution was the installment of merchant-planter 

elites as the de facto leaders of the puritan community. While neither the first nor only, Bennett 

had already constructed a large trading infrastructure that connected his Virginia holdings with 

merchants throughout the Atlantic. This infrastructure would continue to grow and others 

connected to him, in particular his nephew Richard Bennett, would be able to plug into that 

network to build their own spheres of influence and power. 

This strategy was not unique to Bennett or even the other notable Separatist merchant-

planters in Virginia. Many historians, notably Edward L. Bond, have written that a major aspect 

of Virginia’s religious identity came to be defined by the recognition that economic success was 

vital to Virginia’s survival and thus necessary to any religious achievements, whether Anglican 

or puritan. Thus Virginia’s Separatist leaders would not appear totally out of place among 

65 D. Reid Ross, “Edward Bennett and His Family in Early Seventeenth Century Virginia and Maryland,” 25; Boddie, 
Seventeenth Century Isle of Wight County, 52. 
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Virginia’s colonial elite. Additionally, despite the unpopularity of Separatists, by the time they 

became heavily involved in Virginia, leaders such as Lawne and Bennett had to varying degrees 

distanced themselves from specific, and controversial, Separatist churches. It is unclear to what 

degree Virginia’s Separatist settlers maintained overtly puritan churches or practices. While the 

Leyden Separatists may have been granted far more autonomy for their prospective Virginian 

plantation than those created by Lawne and Bennett, they also likely would have been far more 

removed from the rest of Virginia society. Under Bennett and others like him, their plantations 

had far less autonomy but were able to occupy places of prominence in the colony. This dynamic 

does suggest that their religious practices were friendlier to Anglican practices and policies than 

the Leyden community likely would have been. 

The explosion of puritan activity in the 1640s and 1650s was anchored among the same 

regions and people that had settled in the late 1610s and early 1620s. This demonstrates that a 

puritan community had persisted in some form for several decades. The Virginia Chesapeake 

community, having embraced adaptation in their initial settlement, continued to evolve. By the 

1640 and 1650s, they would undertake another evolution in seeking the spiritual guidance of the 

New England puritans and set off fifteen years of religious and political strife in the Chesapeake. 
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Chapter II 

“The Lord showed his displeasure against others, though godly:” 
Providence Island, Saybrook, and the Puritan Nobles 

At nearly the exact same time that the Massachusetts Bay Colony was founded by 

puritans who hoped to create a model society for England to emulate in 1630, the Providence 

Island colony was founded one-hundred and twenty miles to the east of Nicaragua by colonists 

employed by members of the puritan nobles. Providence Island was envisioned as a source of 

wealth and power to raise the stature of prominent English puritans, enabling them to implement 

reforms in England. Both groups feared that England was bound to suffer from some kind of 

divine punishment if the godly did not act quickly to rid the Church of England of its Catholic-

tainted practices from the Elizabethan era. 

This chapter focuses on the puritan nobles, mostly led by individuals such the Earl of 

Warwick, the Earl of Manchester,66 Lord Say and Sele, and Lord Brooke. Much of the puritan 

nobles had long been involved in colonization, but Providence Island and the Saybrook colony 

would be their only ventures that were intended to be specifically puritan colonies. The history of 

Providence Island represents a distilled version of the puritan nobles’ beliefs concerning 

successful colonization, the creation of godly societies, and strengthening England against its 

Catholic rivals. The puritan nobles’ approach differed greatly from New England’s puritans, 

chiefly led by John Winthrop in Massachusetts Bay, who had sought to utilize the Atlantic as a 

space in which they could focus on creating a godly society built upon church government that 

adhered closely to scripture. 

66 He had not yet inherited his earldom during the Providence Island Company’s existence. In company records he 
is usually referred to as Lord Mandeville. 
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Alternatively, the puritan nobles did not prioritize the minutiae of church practice. Instead 

they sought to create the prime conditions in which the reformation of England would occur. For 

this to succeed, the nobles needed to create several conditions. First, the colony needed to be 

quickly successful and its colonists fully dedicated to the higher purpose of the colony. This 

meant they needed to recruit reliable colonists whose own self-interests would be tied only to the 

entire colony’s success. To accomplish this, membership in the Providence Island Company was 

reserved for only twenty to thirty total members who had complete economic and political 

control. No private property, stock ownership, or representative assembly of any kind was 

permitted for colonists. All governing officials were appointed and answered solely to the 

Company itself in England. Similar to New England, policing sinful behavior was supposed to be 

a priority with an emphasis on maintaining a communal ethos. However, while ministers were 

appointed solely by the Company, the government on Providence Island had no authority over 

the ministers or in strictly religious matters. Ministers were to have no formal role in governing 

the colony and were expected to accommodate all colonists. The puritan nobles hoped that by 

keeping ministers free from obligation to anybody on the island, they would be free to pursue 

and open to receiving divine inspiration for the creation of a proper church. 

Providence Island was also intended to directly benefit the puritan nobles and England 

itself. The puritan nobles favored colonization in the Caribbean because it was considered the 

primary source of wealth and power in the Atlantic. Rather than hide from the possible dangers 

threatening England, the puritan nobles understood the defense of England was just as important 

since there would be no proper reformation of England if Spain and the Catholic powers of 

Europe were able to maintain their perceived dominance in Europe. They also believed that by 

enriching themselves, their own influence in England would allow them to push the changes to 
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England’s church that were needed. They also hoped that Providence Island would serve as the 

wellspring of puritan conversion of Native Americans.67 

However, the ambitious designs behind Providence Island proved insufficient. The 

colony never prospered, it consistently suffered from internal divisions, and was eventually 

captured by the Spanish in 1641. By looking at Providence Island and Saybrook, this chapter 

analyzes the difficulties and shortcomings of the puritan nobles in utilizing the Atlantic to 

advance the interest of puritans. First, Providence Island and Saybrook will demonstrate the 

weaknesses in the nobles’ approach to creating puritan societies in the Atlantic. On paper, the 

nobles had more control over these colonies than any other, yet they did not result in lasting 

puritan societies. Providence Island was captured by the Spanish. Saybrook, which remained a 

puritan colony, was absorbed into Connecticut. The puritan nobles’ plans for the governing of 

these colonies were not able to overcome the realities of the Atlantic. Distance, a lack of direct 

experience, and being conscious of their elevated social status caused them to mismanage their 

colonies which had negative consequences for the prosperity and religious health of the colonies. 

Additionally, Providence Island and Saybrook provide an opportunity to analyze the 

relationship between two of the three major groups of puritans in the Atlantic. New England and 

Providence Island offered competing approaches to accomplish the same goal. Saybrook 

represented the potential unification of the two camps which provides the opportunity for a 

nuanced view of the divisions that emerged between these two groups. Initially quite friendly 

and in some cases outright cooperative, the two camps rather quickly diverged. As New 

67 For the broad outlines of the puritan nobles and their expectations for Providence Island see Karen Ordahl 
Kupperman, “Errand to the Indies: Puritan Colonization from Providence Island to the Western Design,” The 
William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 45, no. 1 (Jan., 1988): 70-99; Providence Island, 1630-1641: The Other Puritan 
Colony (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993): chap. 1; for a more traditional but straightforward view see 
Arthur Percival Newton, The Colonising Activities of the English Puritans: The Last Phase of the Elizabethan Struggle 
with Spain (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1914). 

https://Americans.67
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England’s puritans increasingly believed that their society enjoyed a special covenant with God, 

they came to believe that cooperation with groups that behaved contrary to their own views 

could undermine their own society. They either saw cooperation as a potential drain on the 

physical well-being of the colony or as an avenue to lose providential favor. In their relationship 

with the Providence Island colony, New England’s puritans eventually saw its struggles and 

failure as vindication of their own project. 

On the other hand, the puritan nobles never became convinced that the failure of New 

England would be a positive development or a vindication of their own course. They became, 

however, increasingly convinced that New England’s puritans were not sufficiently engaged in 

advancing puritan reform in England. Believing New England’s real value was not as a model to 

emulate, but as a reserve of reliable and godly colonists, the puritan nobles counterproductively 

antagonized New England’s puritans, often expecting deference to their own ventures in 

Providence Island or Saybrook. The puritan nobles never lost sight that England was the true 

end, but this divergence in focus between the two groups was not a mere change in priority. Even 

as their conceptions of their own roles in the Atlantic changed, they continued to each believe 

they enjoyed the favor of providence and continued to believe that success or failure would have 

consequences for the future of English Protestantism. 

Since the publication of Karen Ordahl Kupperman’s works on the puritan nobles, in 

particular, Providence Island, 1630-1641: The Other Puritan Colony, in 1993, Providence Island 

has crept into the discussion of the Atlantic, but remains comparatively undertreated. Despite 

this, nobody has better articulated the role of the puritan nobles in their work to advance 

puritanism throughout the Atlantic. Kupperman’s book accomplished two major tasks. First was 

in articulating that not only were puritans a significant presence in the Atlantic outside of New 
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England, but more importantly that those other puritans were not just incidentally present in 

other English colonies. Her work clearly demonstrates that the puritan nobles, mainly through 

Providence Island, but also in their involvement in New England as well, were just as dedicated 

to creating an ideally godly society as the founders of Massachusetts Bay, though they differed 

significantly in execution. Secondly, her work on Providence Island greatly influenced the 

growing field of Atlantic studies by demonstrating that puritans wielded a profound influence in 

the history of the English Atlantic outside of New England. Even earlier works focusing on 

puritans throughout the Atlantic, such as Babette Levy, tended to regard these other puritans, and 

Providence Island as less than serious efforts. Though Providence Island itself is not often 

mentioned, this influence can be seen in the many works that followed which placed puritans as 

critical players in constructing Atlantic networks or defining the nature of the English Atlantic.68 

Largely adopting Kupperman’s arguments of the puritan nobles’ attitude religious 

motivation in the Atlantic, this chapter uses the puritan nobles’ activities in Providence Island 

and Saybrook to highlight the divisions between the puritan nobles and New England puritans. 

Additionally, it analyzes the puritan nobles’ difficulties in overcoming the challenges of the 

Atlantic in creating persistent puritan colonies that followed their design. In chronological and 

geographic terms, Providence Island’s history is so neatly defined, that it is likely impossible to 

discuss any significant person or event associated with the colony that Kupperman did not 

address to some extent. This chapter relies heavily on Kupperman’s work, particularly in 

68 Babette Levy, “Early Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies”; Alison Games in Migration and the Origins 
of the English Atlantic World, probably utilizes Providence Island more than any other scholar aside from 
Kupperman. Though Games takes issue with the characterization of Providence Island as a “puritan” colony, citing 
that many of the colonists themselves may not have been puritan even if it was intended for puritan purposes. 
For an overview of the puritan nobles in an English context see J. T. Cliffe, The Puritan Gentry: The Great Puritan 
Families of Early Stuart England and Puritans in Conflict: The Puritan Gentry During and After the Civil Wars (New 
York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1988); John Louis Beatty, Warwick and Holland, Being the Lives of Robert and Henry 
Rich (Denver: A. Swallow, 1965); Robert E.L. Strider, II, Robert Greville, Lord Brooke (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1958). 
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describing events that occurred. This chapter does not offer any new interpretation for 

Providence Island’s failure, but will place Providence Island, and therefore the puritan nobles, in 

the broader context of the struggles faced by puritans in maintaining a significant and influential 

presence throughout the Atlantic. 

The Matter of Providence 

The puritan nobles and New England puritans were fairly close allies before they 

launched their respective colonial enterprises, with the nobles in particular providing valuable 

assistance in establishing and protecting the New England colonies. However, divisions between 

the two groups ceased to be hypothetical after 1630 and both became much more conscious of 

the consequences of their own and each other’s courses of action. In justifying their own paths, 

each group searched for signs of providence for proof that God favored their particular approach, 

and more importantly, both greatly feared losing providence and inviting disaster for their own 

colonies as well as the larger campaign to reform England. With some exceptions, both sides 

generally believed the other was acting in good faith, but often claimed the other’s approach was 

either insufficient or faulty and therefore potentially dangerous. 

Discerning providence was a crucial component of puritans’ lives, but was a notoriously 

messy affair. Figuring out what represented tests of faith, warnings, punishments, omens, or 

approval were much debated before tackling the question of how to proceed. While interpreting 

providence was taken quite seriously and intense intellectual energies were spent on it, the room 

for interpretation was so broad that neither camp was able to convince the other of their own 



 
 

           

            

              

             

             

             

               

              

               

              

                  

              

             

                 

                

              

               

              

                                                           
                  

             
                

                 
               

   
        
                 

                   
                

                 

55 

particular interpretation.69 However, the interpretation of providence between the two groups 

became particularly vicious after many New England puritans accused the Providence Island 

Company of sabotage when the Company’s leaders began to recruit New England puritans to 

resettle on Providence Island. Invoking providence to justify their anger over the tremendous 

insult, several contemporary and later New England puritans went beyond merely noting divine 

retribution that directly affected Providence Island itself. They also cited the personal misfortune 

and tragedies of individuals involved in relocating from New England to Providence Island. 

The intense reaction to the desire to relocate to any other colony, but especially 

Providence Island, was in part due to the ongoing evolution of many New England puritans’ 

conception of their location in New England. Increasingly, many of New England’s puritans had 

begun to consider New England as a sacred place chosen by God to be the foundation of any 

final reformation of England or Europe, with the minister Ezekiel Rogers (who was actively 

courted by the Providence Island Company before settling in Rowley, Massachusetts) going so 

far as to claim that New England would be the first site of Christ’s eventual return.70 Historians 

have often explored this transition and mindset of New England as singularly chosen by God in 

the contexts of either evaluating the sources of conceptions of American exceptionalism or in 

demonstrating how puritan New England was atypical rather than an ideal example of an English 

North American colony. 71 However, this evolution of New England puritans’ belief in their 

69 For the nature and importance of providence to seventeenth century puritans see Michael P. Winship, Seers of 
God: Puritan Providentialism in the Restoration and Early Enlightenment (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1996): 1-28; Theodore Bozeman, To Live Ancient Lives: The Primitivist Dimension in Puritanism (Chapel Hill: 
Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia by the University of North 
Carolina Press, 1988). For Kupperman’s take on providence in the Providence Island Company’s venture see 
Providence Island, 5. 
70 Gura, A Glimpse of Sion’s Glory, 13. 
71 Edmund S. Morgan, The Puritan Dilemma: The Story of John Winthrop (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 
1958): chaps. XII and XIII, 174-205; Gura, A Glimpse of Sion’s Glory; Harry S. Stout, The New England Soul: 
Preaching and Religious Culture in Colonial New England (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986); John Canup, 
Out of the Wilderness: The Emergence of an American Identity in Colonial New England (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 

https://return.70
https://interpretation.69
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unique covenant with God was a significant factor in restricting cooperation between New 

England and other puritan communities and responsible for limiting their sense of tangible 

communal obligation to other puritans. 

This self-imposed posture of wariness to assist other puritans abroad was not a universal 

position taken by every person in New England, but was exhibited by most of its long-term 

colonists and leadership including John Winthrop and John Endecott. Much of the historical 

work on this subject has focused on the role of the English Civil War in drawing many puritans 

back to England in order to assist in what appeared likely to be the reformation of England they 

settled in America help initiate. The numbers who returned to England are significant: Susan 

Hardman Moore estimated that as many as one-fourth of the colonists returned after 1640, with 

one-third of ministers returning, and nearly half of Harvard graduates prior to 1659. Moore 

describes the Civil War as perhaps the strongest factor, but also many were uncomfortable with 

the intolerance increasingly exhibited by New England puritan leadership, particularly in 

Massachusetts Bay.72 

However, the arguments that many New England puritans used to justify their reluctance 

to directly participate in the Civil War and Interregnum can also be found in the disputes 

between the New England puritans and the puritan nobles concerning the relationship between 

the New England colonies and the Providence Island Company. The Providence Island Company 

had begun serious efforts to draw New England colonists to resettle on Providence Island by the 

very late 1630s and early 1640s. By then Providence Island had for nearly ten years struggled in 

every capacity, including the maintenance of a healthy religious environment according to their 

University Press, 1990); J. H. Elliott, Empire of the Atlantic World: Britain and Spain in America, 1492-1830: 196-
197. 
72 Susan Hardman Moore, Pilgrims: New World Settlers & the Call of Home, 1, 55. 
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particular ideas. The puritan nobles, who typically blamed the colony’s failures on the lack of 

worthy colonists, became increasingly frustrated. The Providence Island Company turned 

towards the New England colonists as a ready supply of settlers who were properly godly, 

experienced with colonial realities, and were reliable and therefore able to turn their colony 

around. 

However, this was not merely an effort to poach settlers to fill their own colony. Despite 

accusing the New England puritans of shying away from the hard work of reformation, the 

nobles generally believed that New England would eventually serve as a source of avid puritans 

who could step up and reclaim England or more worthy colonies when the time came. The 

Providence Island Company reached out to John Humfrey, a puritan living in Massachusetts who 

had previous experience in other colonial ventures. Humfrey and others informed the Company 

that a significant number of New England colonists would be willing to relocate to Providence 

Island. The economy of New England was beginning to struggle, emigration from England had 

dramatically waned, and wariness towards Massachusetts’s increasingly intolerant posture 

convinced the Company that they could secure a new source of colonists.73 

As Humfrey began to organize the relocation of New England settlers, Massachusetts 

Bay authorities were angered at the interference on the part of the Providence Island Company. 

Opinions on the matter ranged. Some were angered that colonists were subjecting themselves to 

danger via proximity to the Spanish (who had already attacked the colony) and always appeared 

to be struggling economically. Other believed the interference was an act of sabotage by their 

73 General Court Meeting, Providence Island Company, 25 February 1641, CO 124/2, the National Archives, Kew, 
London (hereafter abbreviated TNA), f. 387; General Court Meeting, Providence Island Company, March 9, 1641, 
TNA CO 124/2, f. 388-389; For New England’s struggles see John Winthrop, The Journal of John Winthrop, 1630-
1649, eds. Richard S. Dunn, James Savage, and Laetitia Yeandle (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996): 
353-355; Thomas Lechford, Plain-Dealing, or, Newes from New England (London: 1642); Bremer, John Winthrop: 
America’s Forgotton Founding Father, 323-332. 

https://colonists.73
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rivals. The debate over whether or not to support for Humfrey and others’ removal to Providence 

Island occurred among many of the colony’s major leaders and they advised against their 

removal. They cited many of the predictable reasons, including a superior economy, healthier 

climate, and safety from the Spanish, while also noting the frequent appeals for various kinds of 

assistance from the Caribbean colonies. However, the crux of their argument was that God had 

clearly favored and set aside New England for them and had explicitly not given such favor to 

Providence Island. Any action that could weaken the New England colonies was tantamount to 

defying God. Believing that the Providence Island Company had engaged in propaganda that 

soured New England in the minds of its own residents, it was declared “how dangerous it was to 

bring up an ill report upon his good land, which God had found out and given to his people, and 

so to discourage the hearts of their brethren.”74 According to Winthrop, John Endecott, then 

governor of Massachusetts Bay, wrote to Lord Say and Sele explaining how the Providence 

Island Company’s efforts to divert settlers to Providence Island risked providential punishment: 

The governour also wrote to the Lord Say … and therein showed his lordship, how 
evident it was, that God had chosen this country to plant his people in, and therefore how 
displeasing it would be to the Lord, and dangerous to himself, to hinder this work, or to 
discourage men from supplying us, by abasing the goodness of the country, which he 
never saw, and persuading men, that here was no possibility of subsistence; whereas there 
was a sure ground for his children’s faith, that, being sent hither by him, either he saw 
that the land was a good land, and sufficient to maintain them, or else he intended to 
make it such…75 

Humfrey’s efforts to relocate New England puritans to Providence Island failed. Dramatically, a 

group of settlers arrived at Providence Island after the Spanish had captured the colony. In a 

dramatic episode, the Spanish attacked the ships, with a few being killed, while a few others 

were captured. The failure of Humfrey’s removal, and the capture of Providence Island itself, 

74 John Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 323-324. 
75 John Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 323-324. 
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were seen as vindication of both their advice to those departing settlers, but also of their 

justifications for founding New England at all.76 

Aside from the perception of being maligned by the Providence Island Company, many 

New England puritans believed those who sought to relocate to Providence Island, or any other 

southern English colony, were still running afoul of God’s will. Edward Johnson characterized 

the settlers who wished to move to the “Southerne parts” were swayed by “the hot heady conceit 

of some new conceived opinion…called liberty…where all men were chosen to the office of a 

Magistrate, and all were preachers of the Word, and no hearers.”77 Johnson had made a 

hyperbolic critique of the Providence Island Company’s civil and church structures where, unlike 

Massachusetts Bay there was no church membership requirement for civil office, the government 

(aside from the Providence Island Company members itself) could interfere in church affairs, and 

clergy were forbidden from partaking in civil government aside from offering invited advice. 

The assumption that New England colonists wishing to relocate were seeking a life of 

material ease was a common critique and was always tied to the idea that that they were crossing 

the clear wishes of God for them to remain and thrive in New England. Decades later in his 

General History of New England, William Hubbard wrote that most who had contemplated 

leaving New England were “much taken with the supposed advantages and easy way of living in 

Virginia, and the Caribee Islands, especially the Isle of Providence, which, at this time was in 

great request.” Additionally, Hubbard further accused those settlers of violating the advice of 

76 See Bremer, John Winthrop: America’s Forgotten Founding Father (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003): 
329-331. Bremer overviews this same dispute and the role of providence in as part of his discussion of Winthrop’s 
anxieties over Massachusetts’s struggles in the early 1640s. 
77 Edward Johnson, Wonder-Working Providence of Sion’s Savior in New England, in Original Narratives of Early 
American History, edited by J. Franklin Jameson (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1910): 208-209; Kupperman 
also uses a version of this quote, Providence Island, 265-266. 
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“trust in the Lord and do good; so shalt thou dwell in the land, and verily thou shalt be fed.”78 

Hubbard, Johnson, and Winthrop were unsparing in their critique of those who even considered 

relocating out of New England. The criticism ranged from accusations of mere materialism, to a 

lack of dedication, and to a cowardly shrinking from their devotion to the mission to serve God. 

They simultaneously argued that New England was actually far more prosperous while deriding 

settlers who wanted to relocate for economic reasons as materialistic. They accused settlers 

wishing to escape the harsh winters of New England as weak and fickle for being unable to 

withstand them, while arguing that the climate of the Caribbean or Chesapeake was unbearable. 

So strong was the notion that waiting on providential assistance to alleviate New England’s 

hardships that when debating whether or not to send agents, including Hugh Peter, to England in 

1641 to secure investment and settlers, one of the considerations raised by John Endecott was 

“wither [whether] it be not a forestallinge of the providence of God to run before it, and to hasten 

the work our selves, [which] the lord would better effect in his time that his hand might be seene 

in it.”79 However, Endecott had become so incensed by the attempts to divert settlers that 

Winthrop recorded that Endecott was actually under the belief that Peter would be going to 

England as a cover for assisting John Humfrey’s attempts to aid Providence Island at the expense 

of New England.80 By the early 1640s, many of New England’s puritans had adopted a stance 

that tended towards inaction. 

This insular attitude on the part of New England’s puritans can be seen in their response 

to reforms made by the Providence Island Company in their effort to convince New England 

78 William Hubbard, A General History of New England from the Discovery to MDCLXXX, Massachusetts Historical 
Society (Boston: Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1848): 375-376. 
79 John Endecott to John Winthrop, February 1641 in Winthrop Papers, Volume IV, 1638-1644 Massachusetts 
Historical Society (Massachusetts Historical Society, 1944): 315. 
80 John Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 346-347. 
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colonists to relocate to Providence Island. The Company made a number of reforms that 

purposefully mimicked the economic and political structure of Massachusetts Bay. In a testament 

to the change in perspective of New England’s puritans from focusing on creating a model for 

others to emulate to protecting the New England colonies as a divinely chosen place, the New 

England puritans scoffed at the Providence Island Company’s reforms. They characterized the 

changes as a defeat for the nobles rather than as a possible sign of the success in line with their 

original goals for settling in North America. 

The Providence Island Company had agreed to allow property ownership, more political 

autonomy, and more independence for church congregations as the complete control of the 

economy and government by the Company leaders had caused a number of prospective colonists 

to spurn the Providence Island Company’s offers in favor of settling in New England.81 This had 

formed a major crux of the arguments made by New England puritans against the relocation of 

settlers to Providence Island. Winthrop, Johnson, and Hubbard all echoed the criticism that while 

many in New England appeared to chafe under the governing structure of Massachusetts Bay, 

wherein many individuals had civil responsibilities but only full church members were entitled to 

make decisions, in favor of living under the domination of the nobles in exchange for fewer 

responsibilities. Upon hearing that the Providence Island Company had altered its colonial model 

(which included allowing for more congregational independence, but no religious requirement 

for holding official positions) to more resemble the New England’s structure, they accused the 

nobles of hypocrisy. In a sign of the bitterness that had grown between the two groups Hubbard 

wrote how Lord Say worked “to draw them to the West Indies, and how, finding that wise men 

81 For the rivalry between Providence Island and New England in attracting ministers, see Kupperman, Providence 
Island, 254-257, and for a more detailed description of the Providence Island Company’s alterations to settlement 
model see pages 323-325. 

https://England.81
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were unwilling to come under such Governors as were not chosen by themselves, &c., they had 

condescended to divers articles suited to that form, although they had formerly declared for an 

aristocracy, and an hereditary magistracy.”82 However, this change on the part of the Providence 

Island Company did not ease the opposition towards any relocation to Providence Island. 

While New England’s puritans had increasingly come to see themselves and New 

England itself as specifically favored by God, they were not opposed to the concept of assisting 

or nurturing other puritan communities. In one of their statements of opposition to the relocation 

of colonists to Providence Island, John Winthrop wrote that they “thought very needful to further 

plantation of churches in the West Indies, and all were willing to endeavor the same,” but the 

perceived sabotage of themselves on the part of the Providence Island Company “caused us to 

fear, that the Lord was not with them in this way.”83 As explained in the chapters on Virginia and 

Bermuda, to extend support and at what level was contingent on the extent to which they 

believed that other community was favored by God. This was usually determined by whether or 

not the puritans needing assistance engaged in approvable practices. Before sending ministers to 

Virginia in 1642, New England church elders discussed whether they believed that there was 

sufficient evidence of God having moved their spirits in the right direction. They wholly denied a 

similar request from Barbados after concluding that the presence of familists on the island was 

deemed too problematic. Additionally, New England’s puritans donated money in 1650 to a 

group of puritans exiled from Bermuda to Elethuera in the Bahamas but refused to endorse 

anybody’s relocation there due to the fledgling settlement’s charter did not contain a strict 

enough religious requirement to hold civil office.84 

82Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 323-324; Johnson, Wonder Working Providence, 208-209; Hubbard, General 
History of New England, 376-377. 
83 John Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 323. 
84 See Chapters III and V. 

https://office.84
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In addition to their refusal to endorse Humfrey’s relocation of colonists to Providence 

Island, much of New England’s puritan leadership likely engaged in a similar, though less 

dramatic, act of offering restrained assistance to a puritan group on Providence Island led by 

minister Hope Sherrard. Sherrard was arrested for forming his own congregation to the exclusion 

of the rest of the colony’s inhabitants. Providence Island had always struggled with their 

mandate to create an overtly godly society while also implementing the general belief of the 

puritan nobles that the civil government and church government be largely separate, as they 

wanted people’s consciences to be open to receiving any revelation via their study of scripture. 

While Massachusetts Bay was not as quick to persecute those who espoused controversial 

opinions as they are often characterized, the puritan nobles were largely opposed to New 

England’s increasingly intolerant posture.85 Generally, Providence Island’s ministers were to 

have the freedom the to explore scriptural interpretations while also being tasked with ensuring 

colonists behaved in a godly and morally correct manner. These freedoms and responsibilities 

clashed with the Company’s insistence on leaving as little to the discretion of colonists as 

possible. The Company took responsibility for appointing all ministers, though there was nearly 

always a shortage on the island. Unlike New England, the ministers were assigned their 

congregations (typically by being assigned a “side” of the island) by the Company. Barring some 

egregious offense, neither the island’s own laity nor the ministers had the authority to reject the 

other. Company retention of total control of the colony, the restrictions on the civil governments 

85 Michael P. Winship explains this in The Times and Trials of Anne Hutchinson: Puritans Divided (Lawrence: 
University Press of Kansas, 2005). Without diluting the extent to which many saw Hutchinson and her followers as 
a threat, Winship explains how puritans in New England tended to utilize banishment, etc. as a last resort and only 
against threats they believed posed a serious danger to their communities. 

https://posture.85
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authority over church affairs, and the difficulties the Company had in securing ministers for the 

island made it exceptionally difficult to resolve religious conflicts on the island.86 

Hope Sherrard, the longest tenured minister on Providence Island, had become 

increasingly contemptuous of the Company’s restrictions on his independence. By 1639, 

Sherrard essentially formed his own congregation on the island and declared he would 

administer the sacraments only to those who joined his particular congregation. Sherrard had 

nearly always been at odds with the Company, colonial officials, and others over his methods of 

exercising church discipline. His early clashes with the Company involved his apparently over-

zealous use of excommunication, including at times for practices that the Company endorsed, 

such as privateering. Sherrard eventually had the support of Robert Hunt, a former governor of 

the island, and Nicholas Leverton, the other minister of the island, thus depriving nearly the 

entire population of access to a minister. The Company had intended to replace Sherrard and 

Leverton but found securing new ministers nearly impossible. Relations between Sherrard’s 

followers and the Providence Island government that Andrew Carter, then acting as governor, 

had them arrested and sent to England.87 

John Winthrop recorded that during their imprisonment on Providence Island, Sherrard 

and some of his supporters had appealed to New England’s puritans for assistance. 

Unfortunately, none of these letters appear to survive and Winthrop did not note exactly what 

kind of assistance they were being asked to render. However, this episode bears some 

resemblance to episodes in Virginia and Bermuda, when beleaguered groups of puritans sought 

the assistance of New England’s puritans. In those instances, puritans who claimed to have been 

86 For a more complete picture of the religious structure of Providence Island see Kupperman, Providence Island, 
chap. 8. 
87 Kupperman, Providence Island, 258-266. 
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influenced specifically by the Congregationalist model (though they did not necessarily 

implement such a church structure) began defying officially conformist Anglican governments 

and New England’s puritans offered some measure of help. In Sherrard’s example there is no 

evidence that he was directly inspired to emulate New England’s puritans though there is 

evidence that New England’s puritans believed he had formed a church that may have resembled 

a proper Massachusetts Bay congregation. In his description, Winthrop referenced “A church 

being gathered at Providence in the West Indies” whose total membership was around five to 

seven. They had seen its ministers sent to England under arrest and its members wrote them for 

assistance. Winthrop’s description does not go beyond that, but his use of the phrase “a church 

being gathered” does indicate that he saw them as a legitimate body. New England puritans 

frequently used the phrase “gathered” to describe the creation of a church, because it reflected 

their view that a church was organized voluntarily by its members, a dynamic that did apply to 

Sherrard’s congregation.88 

This appeal from Sherrard’s congregation came amidst the debate over John Humfrey’s 

relocation of settlers to Providence Island in 1641. The news of these pleas appears to have 

gained some measure of widespread attention as Winthrop recounted that the letters desired “our 

prayers and help from us, which moved the churches and magistrates more willingly to further 

those who were already resolved and preparing for that Island.”89 This is the only reference 

Winthrop made concerning official support for those intended to emigrate, but according to 

William Hubbard many others cautioned “not to build too much upon Providences without a 

surer rule from the word or revealed will of God.”90 Invoking their ignorance of Providence 

88 Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 355-356. 
89 Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 356. 
90 Hubbard, General History of New England, 378. 

https://congregation.88
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Island’s providence puts New England’s response to the appeal of Sherrard’s congregation in 

line with their responses to other instances of considering assistance, even though in this case 

there is no record of New England puritans’ thoughts about Sherrard’s practices. Based on the 

scant evidence available concerning New England’s response to this particular appeal, 

withholding of support arose from either divided opinion or possibly an abundance of caution. 

Many New England puritans were convinced that Providence Island did not enjoy providential 

protection and the island’s ensuing capture by the Spanish was seen as a vindication of their 

perspective. 

Winthrop’s reference in his journal indicates that there may have been some amount of 

regular correspondence between Providence Island and New England; at least, news of the island 

was regularly being sent to New England. Additionally, the Providence Island Company’s 

handling of Sherrard’s independent congregation indicates not only was New England’s puritans 

paying some attention to the religious landscape of Providence Island, but the puritan nobles also 

appeared worried about how the situation would be received in New England. In their 

instructions to Providence Island governor Nathaniel Butler, the Company urged him to 

essentially let Sherrard and his congregation continue without any interference until they could 

send more ministers to serve the rest of the colonists. They told Butler that placating Sherrard 

“was very important for the good of the Island and for the [maintaining] of our Correspondence 

with New England which wee hope to make very Benefeciall both to that Collony and to ours.” 

These instructions were given nearly a year before they began their efforts to draw colonists 

away from New England, but they recently become much more dependent on trading with and 

through New England. In the same set of instructions to Butler the Company detailed how they 

had sent an agent to New England to coordinate the trade of products they took in expeditions 



 
 

              

                 

              

             

               

             

              

               

 

               

              

              

               

               

              

                  

                

                

              

                

                

             

                                                           
               
       

67 

from the Mosquito Coast or from captured Spanish prizes. 91 The Providence Island Company 

feared provoking the anger of New England’s puritans, at least to the extent that they feared New 

England would become a less favorable trading venue. This episode also suggests that New 

England puritans’ habit of restricting cooperation with puritan groups they disagreed with was 

known. Ensuring New England was not disturbed by their treatment of Sherrard also sheds light 

on the differences in attitude towards cooperation between New England’s puritans and the 

puritan nobles. New England’s puritans, at least at certain points, were willing to downgrade 

their relationships with other groups based on a moral assessment of their behavior in religious 

matters. 

However, the interpretation of misfortune on the part of other puritans as divine 

retribution reveals how significant the divide between puritans in the Atlantic had become. John 

Winthrop’s journal contains an extraordinary section in which he lists the troubles adversaries of 

New England had undergone. Many in this list were not puritans, but the Providence Island 

Company and the puritan nobles were featured. Interestingly, the major source of anger was not 

the existence of a competing puritan venture, but rather that Providence Island Company leaders 

“have spoken ill of this country, and so discouraged the hearts of his people; even the lords and 

others of Providence having spoken too much in that kind, thinking thereby to further their own 

plantation.” Incensed by the insults, but also by the notion that the nobles were harming New 

England, Winthrop noted a series of recent events that had befallen the Providence Island 

Company as proof that the nobles had violated God’s favor towards New England. One ship sent 

to supply the island was captured by Turks, a privateer carrying prizes from Spanish ships was 

also captured, and eventually that Providence Island was captured by the Spanish.92 

91 Providence Island Company to Nathaniel Butler, June 7, 1639. TNA CO 124/1, f. 138-142. 
92 Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 333-334. 
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The juxtaposition of New England’s relative security and prosperity next to the capture of 

Providence Island by the Spanish after struggling for its entire existence was undoubtedly the 

ultimate sign God’s favor towards New England and disfavor towards Providence Island. 

However, the interesting aspect of New England puritans’ commenting on the subject was 

Winthrop’s list of personal misfortunes of those involved, both related and unrelated to 

Providence Island itself. In his journal, Winthrop noted the Spanish capture, but spent far more 

time writing about the hardships or loss on the part of individuals who had attempted to 

strengthen the Providence Island at the expense of New England. For the nobles behind the 

Providence Island Company, Winthrop noted their immense losses were over £60,000. In writing 

about the nobles, Winthrop often tempered his criticisms, noting that the nobles had also been 

friends who had assisted the New England colonies.93 

However, Winthrop had a particular fondness for noting the misfortunes of New England 

puritans, particularly John Humfrey, who had attempted to assist Providence Island at the 

expense of New England. While it was common for puritans of all sorts to interpret events of the 

day, even those such as wars and disease which caused much hardship, as divine support or 

condemnation for their own or others forts, Winthrop’s list is particularly personal. Most of the 

search for signs of providential judgement on the Providence Island venture tended to focus on 

the failures of the colony itself, but Winthrop began to detail a trail of hardship that followed 

Humfrey and other supports that followed them well beyond their direct involvement in 

relocating New England settlers to Providence Island. Winthrop first implied that Humfrey only 

supported the move because he had experienced financial difficulties. He then wrote of 

Humfrey’s life following his failed attempt to lead settlers away from New England as a steady 

93 Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, 333-334. 
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descent into failure. He remarked that divine retribution first visited Humfrey when his servants 

in Massachusetts started a fire that destroyed all of his stored hay, corn, and gunpowder. 94 Later, 

Winthrop also wrote an anecdote about how in 1642 Humfrey eventually realized his actions 

against New England were wrong after being caught in a storm, again ignoring New England 

leaders’ advice against leaving New England: “Mr Humfrey, and four ministers, and a 

schoolmaster…spake reproachfully of the people and of the country, but the wind coming up 

against them, they were tossed up and down…and so were out of hope of being saved…Then 

they humbled themselves before the Lord, and acknowledged God’s hand to be justly out against 

them for speaking evil of this good land and the Lord’s people here, etc.”95 Even then, Winthrop 

asserts that they were only saved because of a single person on board who had actually praised 

New England. 

For the rest however, Winthrop noted a series of terrible misfortunes that had gotten to 

them. He mentioned that upon their arrival in England they “found no entertainment, their 

friends forsaking them,” while another “had a daughter that presently ran mad.” 96 Even horrific 

personal tragedies were interpreted by Winthrop as retribution for crossing the Massachusetts 

Bay colony. In his journal, Winthrop wrote that one of these people had two daughters who had 

been sexually abused in Massachusetts. As shown in the colony’s records, they were Dorcas and 

Sara Humfrey, daughters of John Humfrey. Why Winthrop did not mention them by name, when 

these incidents were on the public record, and he had not been shy about criticizing John 

Humfrey by name before, is unclear. However, Winthrop’s feeling of anger at those who he 

believed had attempted to sabotage the Massachusetts Bay Colony for the benefit of a rival 

94 Winthrop, April, 1640 and July 27, 1640, Journal of John Winthrop, 323, 333-334. 
95 Winthrop, 22 September, 1642, Journal of John Winthrop, 414-415. 
96 Winthrop, December 1642, Journal of John Winthrop, 415-416. 
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puritan colonial effort were so strong that he saw such tragedy in others as vindication.97 

Winthrop’s list of divine punishment went beyond just those affiliated with the Providence 

Island Company. While Winthrop was fond of comparing the economic successes of competing 

colonies, the ire directed at the Providence Island Company stemmed from the criticism that the 

puritan nobles’ actions threatened the well-being of New England. 

In the exchange of letters between Winthrop, John Endecott, and Lord Say and Sele 

concerning the recruiting of New Englanders for Providence Island, both Winthrop and Endecott 

argued that the diverting settlers was not only contrary to the divinely inspired prosperity that 

New England had achieved, but was actually interfering in God’s work to spread proper 

Christianity throughout the world. In turn, Lord Say accused the New England puritans of having 

lost sight of their purpose in America. Say further accused them of taking God’s name in vain for 

their claim of a similar call “from god to your goinge to that part of America and fixing [there], 

that [there] was for the Israelites goinge to the land of promise and fixinge [there].”98 However, 

Lord Say did not just criticize the New England puritans of an error in judgement or of merely 

being stubborn. He offered his own view of providential favor towards both New England and 

the puritan nobles’ course of action. Perhaps because they largely remained in England, the 

puritan nobles continued to see colonial ventures as a means to the end of reforming England. 

The puritan nobles had been crucial supporters of the New England colonies and believed they 

played a significant role in working to successfully reform England. Lord Say wrote to Winthrop 

97 Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, December 1642, 415-416; Massachusetts General Court, June 14, 1642 in 
Nathaniel Shurtleff, ed., The Records of the Colony of the Massachusetts Bay in New England: Vol. II, 1642-1646 
(Boston, 1853, reprint, 1968): 12-13. 
98 Lord Say and Sele to John Winthrop, July 9, 1640 in Winthrop Papers, Vol. IV, 263-268. 
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that while he agreed that God had favored New England it was simply for the purpose of creating 

a reserve of properly godly people who, at the right time, would leave to be of use elsewhere.99 

The puritan nobles behind the Providence Island Company were similarly determined to 

seek signs of providential favor upon their venture in Providence Island. Broadly, they shared the 

same views on the importance of providential favor as all puritans and Protestant English. The 

Providence Island Company feared missteps and poor behavior could lead to a withdrawal of 

God’s favor from the colony, especially given the island’s location deep within Spanish 

controlled Caribbean. The puritan nobles also utilized their interpretation of providence against 

their critics. However, their assertions of divine favor were not as protective as those made by 

the New England puritans. This is almost certainly due to the greater social and political standing 

of the puritan nobles versus the majority of the New England puritans. During its early years, the 

Massachusetts Bay Company was often dependent on the goodwill, intervention, and assistance 

of the puritan nobles and their much greater influence with the Crown and Parliament. Their 

invocation of providential favor towards themselves, and disfavor towards the New England 

puritans, was often borne of frustration that the New England puritans were not deferential to the 

puritan nobles’ own pursuits. 

The Providence Island Company largely relied on their mere survival within the largely 

Spanish controlled Caribbean as the chief argument that God had favored them. The colony 

repelled two attacks in 1635 and 1640 before the final Spanish invasion that captured the island 

in 1641. The success of each repulse delighted the Providence Island Company and they often 

utilized the example of providential favor to make new efforts to improve the colony. The colony 

itself never had any period of economic success, was rife with in-fighting among the colonists, 

99 Lord Say and Sele to John Winthrop, July 9, 1640 in Winthrop Papers, Vol. IV, 263-268. 
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and was never able to settle on a successful method of managing any aspects of the colony’s 

governing. Withstanding the Spanish invasions were the only truly positive signs of divine favor 

and provided the best retorts to their critics.100 

Following the first attack in 1635, the Company leaders embarked on a major change in 

the colony’s aggressive posture. Prior to the 1635 attack, the Company had routinely dissuaded 

colonists from using Providence Island as a base for privateering for fear of provoking an attack. 

The Company often had difficulties reining in the actions of ambitious colonists in their employ. 

In 1632, the Company chastised Daniel Elfrith, a ship captain and military leader who had 

extensive experience throughout the Americas and a favorite of the Earl of Warwick, for 

capturing a Spanish ship while leading an expedition on the Central American coast.101 However, 

the Company became emboldened by the victory over the Spanish in 1635. The colonists 

themselves and the Company began to take an increasingly more aggressive stance towards the 

Spanish. In a general letter to the colonists following the attacks, the Company directly cited 

providential favor in explaining their new posture: “[we join] with you and the rest of the 

Collony in hartie thanks to God for delivering of you and them and from the Danger of the 

Spaniards attempt upon the island, which we entertaine as an argument of his favour…and as a 

pledge of future mercie to us.” In this letter the Company did forbid privateering until the both 

the colony’s defenses were improved, but later that year they began authorizing certain 

individuals to begin taking Spanish ships, citing God’s protection via the 1635 defense of the 

island.102 

100 Providence Island Company General Letter, May, 1636. TNA CO 124/1, f. 81-88; Kupperman, Providence Island, 
219. 
101 Providence Island Company to Capt. Daniel Elfrith, 10 May 1632, TNA CO 124/1, f. 41. 
102 Providence Island Company to the Earl of Holland, Governor of the Providence Island Company, 21 December 
1635, PRO CO 1/8, 81. Microfilm copy in Papers Relating to the Providence Island Company and Colony, 1630-1641, 
compiled by Karen Ordahl Kupperman (East Ardsley, Wakefield, West Yorkshire, England: Microform Academic 
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In 1640, there was a similar outburst of enthusiasm following the second successful 

defense of the island, though the fewer substantive changes were implemented since the Spanish 

succeeded in taking the island the following year. In the nobles’ minds, the second successful 

defense reinforced the notion that their colonial approach certainly enjoyed providential 

protection. One of the primary justifications for setting up the Providence Island colony was on 

the premise that by being in the Caribbean it would prove a source of true wealth for the puritan 

nobles and that it would help lay the groundwork for wresting control of the Caribbean from the 

Spanish. Their own early caution in avoiding provoking the nearby Spanish and the primary 

critiques of other puritans towards the colony demonstrate that the biggest danger faced by 

Providence Island was the prospect of it being conquered by the Spanish. The Company pointed 

towards the attacks as evidence that the colony was clearly valuable since the Spanish made an 

effort to capture it at all and that protecting the island from multiple invasion was “further 

argument of hope that God hath reserved it for some speciall service to is owne Glory and, the 

honor of this [Nation].”103 A core aspect of the puritan nobles’ utilization of the Atlantic was 

combatting the Spanish, their successful defense of the island was a critical piece of evidence in 

favor of providential favor. While the New England puritans saw the attacks as justification of 

their criticisms of colonizing the Caribbean and their own location away from danger, the puritan 

nobles saw action against the enemies of Protestantism as necessary. 

Publishers, 1989); quote from Providence Island Company Letter, May 1636, TNA CO 124/1, f. 81-87; Providence 
Island Company to Capt. Rous, 19 March 1636, TNA CO 124/1, f. 92-93. 
103 Providence Island Company Letter, May 1636, TNA CO 124/1 f. 81-f.87; Providence Island Company to the 
Governor and Council of Providence, 29 March 1641, TNA CO 124/1, f. 166-f.167. 
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Controlling Providence Island from England 

The Providence Island Company sought to manage the colony from England. However, 

the realities of managing a colony across the Atlantic made carefully constructing a godly colony 

nearly impossible. While the Providence Island Company, on paper, gave the governor, council, 

and officers actually on the island less discretion than any other English colony at that point, in 

reality the Company leaders gave themselves the impossible task of directly managing a colony 

deep in the Caribbean from England. Their insistence on retaining ultimate authority over 

appointed colonial officers created a difficult dynamic whereby the nobles often disregarded or 

undermined the colonists on whom the nobles were reliant on for knowledge of the colony and 

the execution of their designs. One of the nobles’ favorite tools for overcoming this problem was 

to portray the success, failure, errors, and poor behavior of the colonists themselves as necessary 

to retain providential favor. 

Such difficulties were tied directly to the Providence Island Company’s government 

structure which was deliberately designed to ensure as little independence in decision-making by 

the colonists themselves. As Kupperman explains, the Providence Island Company believed that 

the disastrous beginnings of Virginia and the ensuing collapse of the Virginia Company were 

largely the result of too many colonists and even company members acting towards individual 

material ends. To rectify these problems, the Providence Island Company kept membership in 

the company low with only thirty-three total members throughout its existence, compared with 

the Virginia Company which contained over six-hundred members in its 1609 charter.104 The 

Providence Island Company also appointed all company officials, including governor, council, 

104 Kupperman, Providence Island, 357-360; Second Charter, Virginia Company, 1609, in William Waller Hening, The 
Statutes at Large, being a Collection of all the Laws of Virginia…, Volume I, (1809): 76-79. 
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and ministers, with no local assembly of any kind. None of these appointed officials were given 

membership in the Company and therefore entirely owed their authority and employment to the 

Company itself. In addition to restraining the governmental authority of the colony, there was 

also no economic independence for any colonists. Only Company members were considered 

landowners and all colonists essentially acted as tenants and were to pay the Company half of 

any profits made, keeping their own halves. While the size of tenants’ land and their allotment of 

servants to work that land varied, it was always fixed by the Company. This basic structure was 

intended to limit the ambitions of colonists and therefore keep them dedicated to the colony’s 

purpose and well-being rather than their own fortunes, and give the Company the ability to 

implement whatever changes or programs they felt necessary without having to placate 

numerous property owners or a local political establishment.105 

While it is hard to judge whether invoking providence was successful in compelling 

colonists to behave as the nobles wished, it was utilized to a far greater degree and was more 

suited to Providence Island. Virginia, Bermuda, and other Caribbean islands had been governed 

under similar company models, but the religious priorities of those colonies were far more 

general and individual planters were also often shareholders and investors in those colonies 

which made placating their material interests more important. Additionally, those colonies were 

not wholly dominated by a distinctly puritan group, thus making it more difficult to invoke 

providence as there was less of a specific outcome being pursued. New England’s puritan 

colonies, with the primary exception of Saybrook, invoked providence for similar ends, but the 

entirety of their governments were located within the colonies themselves. Persistent fear of 

Spanish attacks, the lack of profitability, internal divisions, and colonists’ frustration with 

105 Kupperman, Providence Island, 24-29. 
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Company leaders’ routine failure to provide promised numbers of ministers and servants led to 

regular outbreaks of insubordination by the colonists. Ranging from requests for redress to 

outright resistance to Company instructions, the Company spent much of its time placating 

colonists and convincing them of their duties to the Company, God, and England. 

The Company’s treatment of Captain Philip Bell, the first and longest tenured governor 

of Providence Island, is indicative of the nobles’ use of providence to control their colonists, 

even when the failure were of their own creation. Bell was held responsible for the early poor 

performance the colony, especially the poor profitability of the colony and for not quelling the 

colonists’ complaints that the Company was taking too big a share of the profits while the 

Company frequently fell short of their promises in sending over indentured servants. The 

Company held Bell responsible for the shortcomings of the colony accusing him of some sort of 

personal error even though the Company usually sent fewer servants than promised which 

hampered the colony’s productivity. The Company continued to take their own share of the 

profits while insisting that the colonists continue working reminding them that the colony was in 

service of God. In a particular telling August 1634 letter, William Jessop, the secretary for the 

Providence Island Company, admonished Bell and other planters for complaining about material 

concerns that they should focus on unity “to advance God’s glory, leaving aside private 

regards…and to be sharers in that crown of austerity which will certainly be set on the heads of 

all that truly believe the effect of Christ in their lives and places.”106 While the virtues of 

adopting a more ascetic outlook were not unique to puritans, the advancement of “God’s glory” 

106 No. 48, William Jessop to the Governor [Philip Bell], 16 August 1634, Add MSS 63854A, British Library, London. 
Microfilm copy in Papers Relating to the Providence Island Company and Colony, 1630-1641, compiled by Karen 
Ordahl Kupperman, 1989 
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was not a generality in this instance, but a direct reference to the stakes attached to the colony’s 

success and survival. 

The Providence Island Company’s inability to control their colonists’ behavior presented 

a major concern in their battle to gain and keep providential favor. The execution of a group of 

Native Americans in 1635 or 1636 and the execution of Spanish prisoners taken after the 1640 

attack on the island caused serious concerns for the puritan nobles. In the mid-1630s, Captain 

Samuel Axe led one of many expeditions to explore the adjacent Central American regions to 

report on prospects for trading, planting, and possibly converting Native Americans. The 

complete picture is unclear, but word made it back to the Company leadership in England that 

Axe wrongfully executed a group of Native Americans there, though the Company appeared to 

have come to the eventual conclusion that the accusations were unfounded or justifiable as Axe 

eventually returned in service to the colony.107 However, the handling of the episode before the 

official inquiry was completed reveals how the Company feared sinful behavior could lead to 

divine punishment on their venture. It also demonstrates the pitfalls of their reservation 

complete authority for themselves while having been reliant on their officers to act 

independently due to the colony’s distance from its leadership. 

The Providence Island Company received the information about Axe’s alleged execution 

second-hand and pursued an investigation. Their handling shows the complexities of their style 

of management over a far-flung colony. First, in assessing the guilt of Axe, the Company faced 

the problem of whether or not to sideline Axe, who was otherwise well-regarded by the 

Company leadership and had performed ably in their service, until they render a verdict. Such a 

process would be several months at least, if not longer. To accomplish this they required the 

107 For Karen Ordahl Kupperman’s interpretation of this incident see Providence Island, 212 and fn. 77. 
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testimony of Axe and others, and by their own admission they had difficulty because they 

believed that there was a likelihood that other officers who saw Axe as a rival to their positions 

may have fabricated the charges. This sentiment was expressed in both the official letter from the 

Company as well as a personal letter from William Jessop that apparently sought to assure Axe 

about the inquiry. Jessop claimed the Company was aware of the possibility that 

“misconceptions were entertained concerning you through some underserved suggestions” and 

that the strength of his reputation would ensure a fair consideration by the Company.108 They 

repeatedly praised his performances, particularly in his role in defending the colony from the 

1635 Spanish attack, and clearly feared that they may have to lose the services of a reliable and 

skilled leader. 

The Company sought to assuage Axe while they investigated the claims, perhaps to 

ensure that if he was innocent there would be no lingering distrust, but they feared the potential 

damage to the colony overrode any convenience they could have by ignoring the incident. In 

their request for Axe’s own testimony the Company made explicitly clear that their major 

concern was God’s possible retribution on the colony: 

We know that the law will not take notice of it, yet the Lord is the avenger of [blood] and 
[wherever] it is shedd in an undue way, his justice will certainly require it. Besides we are 
yet ignorant [of] how farr the Guilt thereof may [rebound] to the blasting of our own 
designes, if we should altogether pass it by, without requiring an account…wherein we 
wish you to deliver the true case of the matter in question, remembering that the eye of 
God is upon you and cannot be deceived.109 

The remainder of the letter continues to elaborate on measures to properly and publicly 

demonstrate to God his contrition for the incident (apparently whether he was guilty or not). It 

also included promises that if they were satisfied with his account he would be possibly placed in 

108 No. 148, William Jessop to Captain Samuel Axe, 30 March 1636, Add MSS 63854A, British Library, London. 
Microfilm copy in Papers Relating to the Providence Island Company and Colony, 1630-1641, 1989. 
109 Providence Island Company to Capt. Samuel Axe, 26 March 1636. TNA CO 124/1, f. 92 
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charge of handling the defense of the island. Never does the Company reveal what any 

punishment might be for the massacre, but their cautious approach to the situation reveals the 

seriousness with which they viewed the incident. 

Another example where the actions of a Providence Island officer risked divine 

retribution due to rash actions involved the execution of prisoners captured after the failed May 

1640 invasion attempt by Spain. The first appearance of the execution comes in an extraordinary 

account of the attack written by in part by two of the colony’s ministers. They accused Capt. 

Andrew Carter, who had assumed the position of “acting-governor” illegally, of executing the 

captured Spanish prisoners, which included at least some who had voluntarily surrendered on the 

promise of being given “quarter.” In this case, the Company appeared to be persuaded of the 

guilt of the Carter. In March of 1641, the Company ordered Deputy Governor Thomas Fitch to 

investigate the claims as far as possible and arrest Carter to face charges in England as the 

execution was “[a crime so heinous] so contrary to Religion and to the Law of Nature and 

[Nations] that it ought not to escape without Punishment.”110 The Company did not spell out 

their fear of a withdrawal of providence to the extent that had in Axe’s example, however, this 

took place at the same time that they had decided to replace most of the colony’s leadership and 

population with puritans from New England, which was motivated by the desire to have people 

who would behave properly. Not only did the Providence Island Company believe that the 

execution of the Spanish prisoners may cause the colony to lose its providential favor; so did 

John Winthrop. He argued (likely with tha aid of incomplete or erroneous information) that 

ministers Hope Sherrard and Nicholas Leverton would have “been all put to the sword” by the 

Spanish in revenge of Carter’s execution of prisoners except for an act of “special providence” 

110 Providence Island Company Instruction to Capt. Thomas Fitch, 29 March 1641. TNA CO 142/1, f. 167-168. 
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wherein the two ministers had been arrested and sent to England prior to the final invasion for 

having resisted the Providence Island government’s attempts to infringe on the independence of 

their congregations.111 

Carter’s removal took several months to implement and the Company considered the 

possibility of keeping Carter on as acting governor until John Humphrey could arrive from New 

England for the sake of stability, even after they were first aware of the charges against him. Not 

only was the Providence Island Company often frustrated with the inability of their selected 

colonists to carry out their wishes and avoid committing crimes against God, but also that there 

appeared to be such a dearth of individuals qualified to govern the colony that the Company 

considered keeping Carter in office despite his apparently horrific crime that they believed could 

help destroy the colony.112 

The consideration of keeping Carter in position as acting governor further displays the 

difficulties the Company had in finding officers to work for them because Carter was already in 

trouble with the Company for coming into the role of acting governor in the first place. The 

previous governor, Nathaniel Butler, had suddenly abandoned the island just before the 1640 

Spanish attack. The Company’s standing policy for such a situation argued that the council select 

a new one until a permanent replacement was made. However, when Richard Lane was selected, 

Carter claimed Butler had named him as acting governor and assumed the role. The Company 

111 Winthrop, Journal of John Winthrop, July 27, 1641, 333-334. 
112 Court Meeting of the Providence Island Company, 25 February 1641. TNA CO 124/2, f. 387-388; Court Meeting 
for the Providence Island Company, 9 March 1641. TNA CO 124/2, f. 388-389; Court Meeting of the Providence 
Island Company, 25 March 1641. TNA CO 124/2, f. 390-391. According to the instructions to Thomas Fitch of 29 
March 1641 and court meeting of 25 March 1641, the Company instructed Fitch to send Carter to England as a 
prisoner if he believed the charges against him were true, but as early as 9 March 1641, the Company had already 
decided to remove Carter from his position as acting governor and to return him home, though the meeting notes 
do not specify if executing the Spanish prisoners was the reason. For Kupperman’s description of the matter see 
Providence Island, 292-294. 
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had already decided that Butler and Carter had acted inappropriately and were already prepared 

to remove him from his position on the island.113 

The Puritan Nobles versus the Atlantic 

The Providence Island Company’s deliberate retention of complete authority with the 

Company in England theoretically removed one of the barriers that the puritan nobles faced in 

supporting puritans in other colonies: on Providence Island the nobles did not have to share 

authority with non-puritan company members, nor did they have to contend with a charter that 

mandated strict adherence to the Church of England. However, having total control of 

Providence Island ended up exposing how unequipped the nobles were for contending with the 

realities of the colonial Atlantic. The Company found itself completely reliant on agents, 

generally career colonists, to carry out their wishes. The Company was completely reliant on the 

knowledge, expertise, and abilities of these agents who often had their own personal motives and 

careers that did not necessarily align with the Company’s desires. Additionally, the puritan 

nobles were unwilling to take any action they considered beneath their station or that might risk a 

devolution of their status. Coming from varying levels of aristocratic background, the nobles 

were conditioned to believe that they better suited to governing than others. This persistent belief 

complicated their relationship with their colonial agents. The nobles depended on the expertise, 

ability, and loyalty of these agents, but this dependence would never compromise their own 

113 Court Meeting for the Providence Island Company, 13 February 1641. TNA CO 124/2, f. 386-387. 
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prerogative to govern, which often led them to undermine or overrule their own colonists. Their 

usual recourse to correct problems was to replace underperforming colonists.114 

The careers of Samuel Axe and Andrew Carter on Providence Island demonstrated the 

dilemma of safeguarding providence for the colony while being dependent on the services of 

experienced ship captains and military leaders. This dynamic appeared from the beginning of the 

colony’s existence. The idea for a colony on Providence Island came from the efforts of Philip 

Bell and Daniel Elfrith. By the late 1620s, both men were related by marriage, and had long 

careers in the Atlantic and had become favorites of the Earl of Warwick. By the late 1620s, Bell 

was serving as Bermuda’s governor when Elfrith returned to Bermuda after a privateering 

expedition in the Caribbean where he stumbled upon the future Providence Island. Both men 

then relayed the news of the find to Sir Nathaniel Rich which resulted in Bell chosen as the first 

governor of Providence Island and Elfrith as one of its military leaders.115 

Elfrith represents the pitfalls of the nobles’ reliance on career colonists. Elfrith had a long 

career in the Atlantic that included experience in Virginia, Guiana, Bermuda, and a privateering 

career for the Earl of Warwick throughout the Caribbean prior to his tenure on Providence Island 

in 1630. Elfrith had helped persuade the nobles of the island’s suitability as a base for 

privateering and proved impatient in getting started on plundering the nearby Spanish. The 

Providence Island Company elected to delay any privateering until they believed the island was 

properly fortified. Elfrith, however, had essentially worked as a career privateer. While based in 

Virginia in 1618-1619, Elfrith had begun privateering under the direction of Robert Rich, the 

then future Earl of Warwick, to the opposition of Virginia’s governor and the Virginia Company 

114 Kupperman, “The Love-Hate Relationship with Experts in the Early Modern Atlantic,” Early American Studies 9, 
no. 2, Special Issue: The Worlds of Lion Gardiner, ca. 1599-1663: Crossings and Boundaries (Spring 2011): 261-267. 
115 Stanley Pargellis and Lapham Butler, eds. of “Daniell Ellffryth’s Guide to the Caribbean, 1631,” William & Mary 
Quarterly, Vol. I, no. 3 (July, 1944): 273-275; Kupperman, Providence Island, 25-28, 390. 
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who believed Elfrith and Warwick had opened up the colony to Spanish retaliation. The ensuing 

controversy was one of the many disputes that led to the collapse of the Virginia Company, with 

one major member undermining the governing authority of the colony. While Elfrith had not 

been acting independently, he had become conditioned to believe that his patrons may support 

him even when going against Company wishes.116 

A similar episode occurred around 1632 on Providence Island. In the first years of the 

colony, Elfrith had been named as the admiral for the colony. Privateering was forbidden, so 

Elfrith was limited to assisting in fortifications of the island. However, Elfrith was prized for his 

martial instincts, not his godly nature. Additionally, his career had been primarily as a privateer 

and his advocacy for settling Providence Island and his early involvement had been based on the 

islands prospects as a base for future privateering. In 1632, Elfrith led an expedition onto the 

Mosquito Coast and captured a Spanish ship without any authorization for either action. At the 

same time, he had been hosting a Cuban-born privateer who had worked with the Dutch on 

Providence Island. Kupperman suggested that Elfrith’s actions may have been a deliberate 

attempt to provoke a Spanish attack which may have resulted in the granting of letters of marque, 

which may have been the case as it was only after the successful 1635 repulse of a Spanish attack 

that privateering was finally authorized.117 

However, despite blatantly defying Company instructions and putting the very existence 

of the colony in danger, Elfrith was considered too valuable to lose. The Company wrote a letter 

to Elfrith expressing their bewilderment at his carelessness in attacking a Spanish ship “whereby 

the Enemy may pretend just occasion to exercise some hostile Act upon the Island before the 

116 Wesley Frank Craven, “The Earl of Warwick, A Speculator in Piracy,” Hispanic American Historical Review 10, no. 
4 (Nov., 1930): 463-465; Kupperman, Providence Island, 39. 
117 Kupperman, Providence Island, 39-43. 
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fortifications have putt it into any good posture.” But citing “the good service that you have done 

us in and conceivinge that Plantation…we shalbe content not to take notice of former errors” so 

long as Elfrith did not engage in any further irresponsible behavior. Even further, they outlined a 

series of restrictions on Elfrith’s behavior that included limiting his activities to fortifying the 

island and exploring the coast of the mainland without venturing inland, both of which formed 

the bulk of his responsibilities anyway. They explained that he would not be able to engage in 

expeditions without being ordered to do so by the Company, though this was already true. In 

effect, the Company was willing to overlook such an egregious act by a man who had a history 

of disregarding orders because they were wholly dependent on his particular expertise.118 

The first governor of the colony, Philip Bell, appeared to be the ideal type of colonist to 

carry out the Company’s desires on Providence Island. Bell was related by marriage to several 

Company members, was well-known to the Earl of Warwick and Sir Nathaniel Rich through his 

tenure as governor of Bermuda, had served as a soldier in Europe, and was known to have 

puritan sympathies. However, despite Bell’s variety of skills, he had little overall expertise in 

any of them. His family relations to the Company were with Sir Edmond Moundeford, Sir John 

Hobart, and Sir Edward Dering, none of whom were very active. Additionally, his favorable 

reputation in the eyes of the Rich family were not sufficient enough to overcome the family 

connections other Providence Island colonists had to more influential Company members. His 

military experience appears to have been in a minor capacity and was not in the Atlantic. His 

tenure as governor of Bermuda was wracked by frustration. As governor of Bermuda, he had far 

more authority over the colony’s affairs than he did on Providence Island, yet he yearned to 

depart Bermuda out of frustration that he was constantly undermined by the competing interests 

118 Providence Island Company to Capt. Daniel Elfrith, May 10, 1632. TNA CO 124/1, f. 41. 
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of the different colonists there. Despite having the longest tenure of any governor (about six 

years), his tenure was characterized by clashing with every faction on the island and his actions 

were rarely backed up by the Company. They often commended Bell for his attempts to adhere 

to their instructions, but often expressed anger when he would not.119 

The Company often gave Bell instructions that were both devoid of any understanding of 

the realities of the island, were impossible to carry out, and were often designed to excuse 

themselves from any blame in advance. One short, but extraordinarily oblivious letter to Bell in 

May of 1632 demonstrated the bind in which they regularly placed the colonists. First, the 

Company responded to reports that the planters were upset with instructions they were to have 

paid off any debts for purchasing goods out of their first disbursement of profit. The Company 

ordered Bell, who had been responsible for enforcing the provision which had caused such 

discontent in the first place, to grant extensions on repayment as necessary. By insisting on 

giving Bell no discretion for interpreting his instructions the Company unnecessarily exacerbated 

discontent on the island. Bell insisted that colonists pay their debts leading to angry colonists, 

and while the Company agreed to be flexible, it took the months-long turnaround of appealing to 

the Company and awaiting a response to solve the matter. In addition, they did not give Bell 

clear instructions on how to resolve the issue in the long term. Not only was he given the vague 

instruction of granting extensions “if there be cause, especiallie to such as are poorest,” but they 

also passive-aggressively noted that they had not diminished the size of the next shipment of 

supplies “though as yet we have not received a penny for any good.” To remind the colonists of 

the vast sums of money they were spending to support the colony was a favorite tactic of the 

Company in dismissing their complaints, which in this letter to Bell served only to complicate 

119 For an overview of Bell’s governorship and numerous other examples of Bell being undermined by colonists and 
the Company see Kupperman, Providence Island, chap. 3. 
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whether he was still be aggressive or not in seeking repayment. The haughty language of the 

Company in extending debt relief was exacerbated by the second section of the letter, in which 

the Company advised Bell to be careful in managing the food supply of the colony because they 

had sent too few servants, which were needed to grow tobacco in order to raise any profits in the 

first place.120 

The Company’s instructions to Bell concerning the how he was to handle a possible 

shortage of food also demonstrates the unrealistic demands the puritan nobles made in managing 

Providence Island from afar. The Company acknowledged that Bell had conveyed concerns that 

the colony faced a food shortage and remarked they had sent too few servants which had made it 

difficult for the colony to raise enough food. After complaining of not receiving debt payments 

from colonists’ profits and not supplied enough workers for the island, the Company told Bell to 

ensure that he plant enough corn, which would require the labor of the already too few servants 

in the colony, and that he should be careful to have it dried so that it could be preserved properly 

and they could withstand a bad harvest year. In addition to relaying incredibly basic instructions 

for raising and storing corn the Company expressed hope that “God will enlarge your store by a 

plentiful Harvest” until they could send more servants. The Company excused their own 

shortcomings by their expectations either God would intervene or that Bell merely had to be 

“very carefull from henceforth” to avoid a food crisis caused by their failure to send enough 

servants, all while having complained that colonists were unable to raise enough tobacco to pay 

back their debts.121 

120 Providence Island Company to Capt. Philip Bell, May 1632. TNA CO 124/1, f. 40. For the Company’s response to 
public complaints see TNA CO 124/1, f. 25 – f. 35. 
121 Providence Island Company to Capt. Philip Bell, May 1632. TNA CO 124/1, f. 40. 
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With Samuel Axe, Daniel Elfrith, and Andrew Carter, the Company exercised a 

tremendous amount of patience following their commitment of egregious actions because the 

nobles were reliant on their experience and skills. Since their roles were largely military and 

maritime, their responsibilities were more straightforward. The position of governor on the other 

hand was especially ambiguous in nature, as the governor was officially the direct representative 

of the Company’s authority in the colony but his authority was always conditional. Additionally, 

due to their aristocratic background, the nobles believed that they were naturally adept at 

governing and believed from their study of Virginia’s early failures that they needed to take less 

direction from their colonists. An example of this dynamic occurred in their selection of the 

colony’s first minister. Bell, who was hired because of his experience as a colonial governor, 

recommended, recommended Nathaniel Ward, a minister he knew when as governor of Bermuda 

and with whom Bell appeared to have a close relationship. After he departed Bermuda for 

Providence Island, Bell entrusted Ward to handle unresolved disputes over compensation Bell 

had with the Bermuda Company.122 However, the Company rejected his recommendation in 

favor of Lewis Morgan, who having just finished his studies at Oxford had little to no experience 

as a minister, because they believed Morgan would be more pliable to the Company’s demands. 

In rejecting Ward, the Company claimed that while they had a generally positive view of him via 

the opinions of members involved in Bermuda, but also they feared Ward would not agree to the 

terms and conditions of working on Providence Island. For Morgan, they expected he would 

learn on the job: “we hope … [Morgan] will [peaceably] complie with those of more eminent 

giftes which we may send hereafter and informe the Duties of his place with conscience and 

122 This is not the more famous Nathaniel Ward who lived in Massachusetts, Council Meeting, Bermuda November 
2, 1630 in Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 1612-1684: Civil Records, Volume I, 1612-1669 ed. A.C. 
Hollis Hallett (Bermuda: Juniperhill Press & Bermuda Maritime Museum Press, 2005): 153. 
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sincerity.” Even for his basic responsibilities of administering Sacraments and delivering 

sermons, the Company instructed Bell to ensure that Morgan carried them out.123 

While it is impossible to guess what kind of tenure Nathanial Ward would have had on 

Providence Island, Morgan’s time in the colony had the opposite effect of what was intended. 

Morgan’s tenure lasted only about a year and characterized almost solely by challenging the 

authority of Bell and the Company. He became a leader among discontented colonists who 

resisted Bell’s enforcement of the Company’s restrictive economic policies and he had 

personally authored some of the petitions and letters of complaint back to the Company. His role 

went farther than relaying grievances however, as the Company reported Morgan as having 

accused the puritan nobles of hypocrisy and doubting their basic commitment to godly reform. 

They further believed that he may have been planning an outright rebellion against the 

Company’s government of the colony and he was ordered to cease all ministerial duties until a 

ship could bring back to England.124 

Lewis Morgan’s leadership of perhaps the single largest act of defiance by a segment of 

Providence Island’s colonists was an example of the pitfalls of the Company’s model of direct 

authority that often alienated the colonists governing the colony. Morgan’s actions also 

demonstrated their assumption that colonists would simply be able to adhere to idealistic 

expectations of personal relationships. Sending a minister with no experience was an odd choice 

for a colony whose entire purpose was to create a distinctly godly society and whose influence 

would be spread throughout the New World. Moreover, the Company essentially ordered Bell 

and Morgan to have an extremely close personal relationship. Morgan was to live in Bell’s house 

123 Providence Island Company to Capt. Philip Bell, February 1631. TNA CO 124/1, f. 19-f. 22; Kupperman, 
Providence Island, 34-36, 231. 
124 Providence Island Company to Lewis Morgan, May 10, 1632. TNA CO 124/1, f. 36 – f. 38; Providence Island 
Committee Meeting, April 11, 1632. TNA CO 124/2, f. 55-57. 
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and tend to Bell and his family’s personal spiritual needs. The Company explained that “all 

persons of that qualitie” usually have a resident minister, a practice which many Company 

members performed in England, but was not suited to Providence Island. In England, ministers 

who resided with a nobles family were usually deferential because of their social status, position 

as the minister’s patron, and the nobles family often had a preexisting relationship through 

various social connections. This was not true in Bell’s case as Morgan, like all officials on 

Providence Island, was only directly funded by and answerable to the Company itself. The 

Company members assumed that because they had a positive view of Morgan’s character that 

naturally he and Bell would be a natural fit.125 

The arrangement also contradicted the relationship between the ministers and civil 

authority that the Company had spelled out for the colony. The governor was not to have a role 

in strictly religious affairs, nor were ministers to go beyond providing solicited advice on civil 

issues. Having a minister reside in the governor’s house complicated this dynamic, especially 

when the governor was charged with mentoring and supervising the religious duties of the 

minister. The Company turned down Bell’s request for a minister he had a preexisting and 

trusting relationship with, in favor of an inexperienced minister with whom Bell was ordered to 

have a familial relationship. Additionally, Bell had no authority to actually limit Morgan’s 

behavior, while the Company expected Morgan to independently tend to the spiritual welfare of 

the colony, while also expecting him to be deferential to Bell and their own vague desires.126 

The replacement of Bell as governor in 1636 did not end the Company’s frustrations with 

their governors. The remaining governors, both permanent and acting, suffered from many of the 

125 Barbara Donagan, “The Clerical Patronage of Robert Rich, Second Earl of Warwick, 1619-1642,” Proceedings of 
the American Philosophical Society 120, no. 5 (Oct., 1976): 388-419; J.T. Cliffe, The Puritan Gentry, 169-192. 
126 Providence Island Company to Capt. Philip Bell, February 1631. TNA CO 124/1, f. 19-f. 22; for the relationship 
between the church and civil government on Providence Island see Kupperman, Providence Island, chap. 8. 
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same problems that faced Bell. Disagreements between different camps, troublesome ministers, 

and difficult instructions from the Company to implement all continued until the colony’s demise 

in 1641. The final two permanent governors of Providence Island represent two distinct 

approaches that the Company resorted to in managing Providence Island. The penultimate 

governor, Nathaniel Butler, grew out of the Company’s frustration with the previous governor’s 

apparent inability to manage conflicts on the island. In terms of experience and a record of 

success, Butler was perhaps the most qualified person available. Butler was a well-known 

favorite of the Earl of Warwick, had a wealth of naval experience in Europe and the Atlantic, had 

spent time in Virginia, and had a successful tenure as Bermuda’s governor that included defusing 

religious tensions between a puritan minister and more conformable colonial population. 

However, despite Butler’s seemingly perfect credentials, the nobles’ reliance on him was 

problematic. There is no evidence that Butler was a puritan, though he had a close association 

with many prominent puritans. He had also worked to placate puritan minister Lewis Hughes on 

Bermuda when Hughes refused to use the Book of Common Prayer by creating a modified 

liturgy acceptable to Hughes, rather than merely coercing Hughes to conform.127 Butler’s 

priorities were to create stability and raise the defensive posture of the island all while retaining 

the freedom to pursue privateering voyages in the Caribbean. Butler had more clout with the 

nobles than perhaps anybody else employed by them. 128 Already in his sixties and having had a 

wide-ranging and successful career, Butler made clear that his acceptance of the governorship of 

Providence Island would not interfere with his preference to engage in privateering. His two 

127 Lewis Hughes to Sir Nathaniel Rich, March 16, 1620 in The Rich Papers: Letters from Bermuda, 1615-1646: 
Eyewitness Accounts Sent by the Early Colonists to Sir Nathaniel Rich, edited by Vernon A. Ives (Buffalo, NY: 
Published for the Bermuda National Trust by the University of Toronto Press, 1964): 165-166. 
128 Providence Island Company Committee Meeting, March 26, 1638. TNA CO 124/2, f. 329. 
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major priorities were to prevent discord, particularly between Hope Sherrard’s followers and the 

rest of the colonists, and to ensure the island’s defenses were prepared for a Spanish attack.129 

Butler failed to resolve the religious divisions on the island. By 1639, Sherrard had 

essentially created an independent congregation, had largely refused to work as a minister to the 

whole of the island as was his charge, and often publicly denounced Butler’s demands that 

Sherrard put aside his convictions and show deference to Butler and other military leaders on the 

island. Butler frequently complained that Sherrard was not just a stubborn minister, but that he 

was actively engaged in sabotaging his administration.130 However, the Company put Butler into 

a nearly impossible position as far as solving the issue. Butler was still bound by the Company 

rules that did not give the governor any direct authority over the ministers. 

The Company’s instructions to Butler did not help. The Company realized that had little 

recourse but to placate Sherrard so that he would continue to at least continue preaching and 

performing the sacraments to the whole island if they allowed him and his congregation “all 

Liberty and favour.” At that time Sherrard was the only minister on the island and if they merely 

ordered him out of the colony they would leave the island completely without a minister. Sensing 

that Butler would not appreciate this course of action, the Company explained that this was 

merely a temporary measure and that their priority was maintaining unity among the colonists. 

They further advised Butler to “be carefull to take away all occasion of faccon [faction] amongst 

yourselves” while merely hoping Sherrard’s congregation would be “content as to their own 

129 Providence Island Company General Letter to the Governor and Council of Providence Island, April 23, 1638. 
TNA CO 124/1, f. 114-117; Articles of Agreement between the Providence Island Company and Nathaniel Butler, 
April 17, 1638. TNA CO 124/1, f. 117: Butler was given much more favorable terms than his predecessors. Whereas 
most governors were to be given more servants to gain more profits and more compensation for expenses, Butler 
was in part given a direct salary paid to his assigns in England. He was also given a direct cut of all prizes taken by 
ships operating out of Providence Island and he was allowed to leave the island to capture Spanish ships. 
130 Nathaniel Butler, “Diary of my Present Employment,” 1639-1640, Sloane MS 758, British Library, London. 
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Freedome and likewise to others to theirs.” In their preferred solution, the Company continued to 

rely on the idea that the higher purpose of the colony would convince colonists to set aside their 

very real concerns. In a sign as to how little regard the puritan nobles had for the very real 

convictions held by Sherrard or Butler, they expressed to the governor that the compromise with 

Sherrard was suitable because “God makes noe difference betweene them that doe faithfully and 

heartily seek him though there bee…some difference betweene them in Opinion and practice 

Concerning outward things.”131 

Butler appeared to be granted a stroke of luck when minister Nicholas Leverton arrived 

on Providence Island from Tobago, where an attempted colony there had suffered a sequence of 

disasters. Leverton originally agreed to minister to the colonists who Sherrard resisted servicing, 

but eventually Leverton was convinced to join Sherrard’s congregation. Butler, still restricted 

from exercising direct authority over ministerial affairs was unable to prevent the continued 

schism on the island. Butler exacerbated the situation by departing on a privateering voyage 

during which Robert Hunt, the former governor and still a member of the council of war, had 

joined Sherrard’s congregation and Sherrard had resolutely declared that he would only 

administer sacraments to members of the congregation. By the time Butler left, Sherrard’s 

separate congregation had only grown and had become more assertive.132 

Butler had more success in readying the colony for the second Spanish invasion attempt 

in 1640, though he was not on the island during the actual attack. While his absence did not 

affect the outcome of the battle, it did cause several other crises that played a role in the 

dysfunction that plagued the colony its final two years. As part of the Company’s desire to 

secure Butler as governor, his agreements contained a clause that allowed him to permanently 

131 Providence Island Company to Capt. Nathaniel Butler, June 7, 1639. TNA CO124/1, f. 125-126. 
132 Kupperman, Providence Island, 261-263. 
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depart the colony whenever he desired, which he exercised in the spring of 1640. This action by 

Butler, led to the already described chaos surrounding Andrew Carter’s time as acting governor. 

Carter illegally assumed the role of acting governor, ignoring the selection of Richard Lane by 

council as Company policies dictated, and had Sherrard and his major followers arrested after 

they publicly decried this move. Additionally, in the aftermath of the Spanish attack, Carter 

executed all of the Spanish prisoners, which led the Company to order his arrest. 

Sherrard had essentially exposed the paradox of the puritan nobles’ approach to creating 

a godly colony. They desired to create a unified and godly society in which ministers were 

largely independent while at the same time expected to serve the entire colony without ever 

defining what that society should actually look like. The governor was to maintain unity, though 

he was not allowed to force Sherrard to do anything while they repeatedly failed to send enough 

ministers to allow for any type of true independence among the ministers without depriving 

colonists of religious services. The Company hoped and expected Butler to utilize his experience 

to resolve the situation, but did not provide him with any meaningful authority. At the same time, 

because Butler had had a long and reputable career the Company was forced to grant him 

liberties to personally pursue privateering and terminate his governorship whenever he desired. 

Even if he was able to exercise a firm hand, Butler’s frequent absences and sudden permanent 

departure resulted in a more fractious colony. 

John Humfrey was the last person appointed as governor of Providence Island, though the 

island was captured by the Spanish before he ever arrived. However, the circumstances of 

Humfrey’s appointment demonstrates two faults in the puritan nobles’ approach to utilizing the 

Atlantic. First, Humfrey represents yet another example of the nobles having to rely on another 

person to carry out their particular, yet vaguely defined, intentions for the colony. Second, the 
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Providence Island Company’s turn towards reliance on New England settlers doubled down on 

their complaints that the colony’s struggles were the fault of the unworthy colonists, rather than 

their own unrealistic expectations for the colony. 

Humfrey was commissioned neither for his skills as a colonial governor, nor military or 

naval experience, unlike the previous governors. Rather, Humfrey was recruited for his apparent 

devotion to godly colonization and prospects that he could organize the relocation of settlers 

from New England to Providence Island. Humfrey came from a modest merchant family, 

married a sister-in-law of Lord Say and Sele, and was a devoted puritan who had been involved 

in the Massachusetts Bay Company, Dorchester Company, and the Saybrook Colony. He was an 

early deputy governor of the Massachusetts Bay Company while in England and agent for the 

colony. Upon arriving he was modestly involved in the militia and government affairs and 

managed a plantation in Massachusetts. Humfrey diverged from other New England puritan 

leaders as he remained committed to supporting puritan colonization throughout the Atlantic, 

rather than believing that New England needed to be protected at all costs. As early as 1630, 

Humfrey had expressed some concerns about the viability of Massachusetts, not just 

economically, but also politically. In a letter to John Winthrop, Humfrey expressed that it would 

be ideal for the colony to eventually relocate a little further south, suggesting the Hudson River 

as a suitable compromise, as it was still safely north to avoid Spanish attention but was better 

suited for agriculture and trade. When New England’s economy entered a recession in the later 

1630s and early 1640s, Humfrey likely believed his early warnings to be true. Additionally, as 

deputy governor of the Massachusetts Bay Company before in England, Humfrey believed that 
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the charter ought to remain in England. He feared without leaving the leadership in England the 

colony would be open to credible charges of Separatism, risking the entire venture.133 

Humfrey’s efforts to recruit settlers did not live up to even his own expectations. In 

desperation, the Company had altered their rules that would allow New England settlers to have 

land ownership and participate in government. Humfrey claimed that he had convinced “2 or 300 

persons (at least)” who were willing to go, and he believed more could be persuaded. However, 

many who were willing to go appear to have been motivated primarily by fears that the ongoing 

economic downturn in New England was not going to recover. Humfrey wrote that if the 

Company wanted the migration to be successful, the nobles would need to either pay out of their 

own pockets or be generous in loaning money to pay for relocation, as Humfrey warned that 

many would-be migrants found the sale of their New England estates was not sufficient to cover 

their costs. Humfrey, who cited discussions that some of those settlers might try and go to 

Florida, pressured the nobles to make haste in sending ships and material to New England before 

the colonists decided to relocate elsewhere. In the end, evidence suggests that only about forty-

eight New Englanders actually attempted the voyage to Providence Island and that they only 

arrived after the Spanish conquest of the colony. The colony’s capture by the Spanish prevents 

any final judgement on whether the Providence Island Company would have been able to fully 

orchestrate the relocation of settlers, but Humfrey’s pleas to the Company suggest that that a 

majority of the colonists willing to leave were either too poor to go in the first place, or would 

have begun their time in Providence Island deeply in debt to the Company.134 

133 John Humfrey to John Winthrop, December 12, 1630. Winthrop Papers, Vol. II, 331-334; Stephen K. Roberts, 
“John Humfrey,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2015), accessed online; Kupperman, Providence Island, 
116, 322-323. 
134 John Humfrey to Lord Mandeville, March 27, 1641. Duke of Manchester Papers, no. 424, Library of Congress, 
Washington, D.C. photostats. 
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In recruiting New England settlers for Providence Island, the puritan nobles hoped that 

they had finally found a source of colonists who would be reliable and devoted enough to the 

higher purpose of the colony. Despite the fact the that Company finally diluted its own control of 

the colony by offering private property ownership and some amount of self-governance (though 

they reserved themselves the right to intervene in any matter and still expected to turn a profit), 

the Company’s logic was consistent with their previous approach. For just about any problem 

facing the colony, the Company blamed the colonists themselves for not adequately handling the 

situation. By turning towards New England’s colonists, the Company did not necessarily 

recognize the failure of their own colonial model, but simply acknowledged that the New 

Englanders had proven to be an independent, capable, and godly sort who would finally be able 

to implement their wishes for the colony. As explained in the discussion of the disputes between 

Winthrop, Endecott, and Lord Say and Sele, the puritan nobles generally believed that New 

England’s broad purpose ought to have been as a reserve for godly people who were to leave and 

help more consequential ventures when the time came. In this sense, the nobles still appeared to 

harbor unrealistic expectations by dismissing the seriousness of the disputes between different 

puritan individuals or larger groups. For ministers, the Company wanted them to have the ability 

to explore theological ideas, believing that this would keep open the possibility of divinely 

inspired ideas concerning church government and practices. As in the case of Hope Sherrard, the 

nobles were unwilling to seriously handle a situation in which such a revelation would cause 

controversy, so they took a course of encouraging everybody to wait until another minister could 

be sent to serve the rest of the colony. The puritan nobles, who were aware of the internal 

disputes over theology, church and civil governance, and tolerance that took place throughout the 

entire 1630s in New England, were likely making a critical error in judgement to believe that 
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Providence Island might be free from such divisions or be able to solve them amicably. New 

England’s puritans were not necessarily able to reconcile all of their differences. Massachusetts 

Bay was able to maintain its strict posture of intolerance in part because dissenting individuals 

such as Roger Williams or Thomas Hooker were able to settle in adjacent spaces, a dynamic 

which was not possible on Providence Island. 

The Absentee Lords of Saybrook 

While Providence Island was the flagship enterprise of the puritan nobles, the short-lived 

Saybrook colony is another illustrative example of the often fraught relationship between the 

puritan nobles and New England puritans as well as the difficulties faced by the nobles in 

reconciling their explicitly puritan pursuits with the realities of the Atlantic. The Saybrook 

colony, founded at the mouth of the Connecticut River, was created with the intent that it be a 

location wherein members of the puritan nobles could relocate to North America. Saybrook was 

created through the “Warwick Patent” in 1632, in which the Earl of Warwick gave a joint patent 

to several members of the puritan nobles utilizing his same authority on the Council for New 

England that he had used in helping give Massachusetts Bay its own charter. The patent named 

several individuals as “grantees,” with the two most important being William Fiennes, Lord Say 

and Sele, and Robert Greville, Lord Brooke. Other notable grantees were Sir Nathaniel Rich, 

John Pym, and George Fenwick, as well as Massachusetts residents Sir Richard Saltonstall and 

John Humphrey. The grant was not specific as to the bounds of the colony or of what type of 

government the colony ought to have. The grantees were not given total control over the colony 

in the manner of a proprietary colony, but rather were given joint privileges to administer the 
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colony and settle on the land. John Winthrop Jr. was chosen as the first governor of Saybrook 

and he was eventually succeeded by George Fenwick, both of whom were charged mostly with 

preparing the colony for the eventual arrival of the nobles. In Saybrook, the groundwork was 

nearly laid for a unification of the two groups of puritans. Initially, the colony saw close 

cooperation between the groups who saw mutual benefits in the effort, but this was short-lived as 

the grantees quickly lost interest and discussions over what political role the nobles would 

assume in New England revealed nearly insurmountable divisions. Saybrook was eventually 

absorbed by Connecticut in 1644 after years of the colony existing in legal and political limbo.135 

The Saybrook colony’s brief history was characterized by the haphazard approach to 

erecting a colony that would be suitable for the residence of nobles and aristocratic families. It 

also featured a historic debate over the nature of civil government, church government, and the 

relationship between the two that occurred largely between Lord Say and Sele and Lord Brooke 

with John Cotton. In their serious consideration of relocating to North America, the puritan 

nobles were largely unwilling to compromise their status as leading gentry or aristocracy. While 

it is unlikely that many of the nobles would have actually relocated no matter what the 

circumstances in Saybrook, the nobles were unwilling to actually undertake any resettlement 

until a proper fort had been completed and their prospective estates had established. 

Additionally, their instructions for doing so were often vague, intermittent, and not properly 

supported. Additionally, they were unwilling to relocate unless they could be guaranteed a 

preeminent role in the civil governance of New England with the establishment of a House of 

Lord’s-esque body to complement the existing civil authority there. This demand put them in 

135 Charles D. Hoadly, The Warwick Patent (Hartford, CT: Hartford Press, 1902, 1-11; Arthur Percival Newton, The 
Colonising Activities of the English Puritans, 80-84; Hugh R. Engstrom, Jr., “Sir Arthur Hesilrige and the Saybrook 
Colony,” Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies 5, no. 3 (Autumn, 1973): 157-158. 
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direct conflict with Massachusetts Bay in particular, which required full church membership for 

most government positions. 

The Saybrook grant was issued in 1632, though few concrete steps were taken to get the 

colony off of the ground until John Winthrop Jr. was named governor in July 1635 for a period 

of one year, until an actual grantee could arrive. Winthrop’s instructions were two-fold: first he 

was to procure fifty “able men” to build fortifications at the mouth river and build houses for 

themselves, and second he was take care for the construction of “such houses as may receive 

men of qualitie which latter houses we would have to be builded within the fort.”136 After the 

initial instructions were given to Winthrop, there was a flurry of offers of support sent over 

including servants for work, supplies, and money. However, Saybrook was meant to be more 

than just as an aristocratic refuge, but [name] believed that Saybrook was “most advantageous 

both for the securinge of our freindes att the bay [Massachusetts] and our owne personall 

accommondations.”137 The nobles genuinely believed their presence would strengthen both 

groups. 

However, Winthrop Jr. appeared to quickly become frustrated with the lack of support he 

had received from the grantees. After having been formally named governor in July 1635, 

Winthrop was already receiving assurances in September 1635 that the grantees had not 

neglected him or the colony: “But that we many not bee wantinge either to you or ourselves we 

take it to bee our parte to putt you in minde of that which we are assurd you forgett not, our owne 

serious desires.”138 Almost instantly, Winthrop experienced many of the same difficulties the 

colonists of Providence Island had in dealing with the puritan nobles. First, the grantees almost 

136 Agreement of the Saybrook Company with John Winthrop Jr, July 7, 1635 in Winthrop Papers, Volume III, 1631-
1637 (Cambridge: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1643): 189-199. 
137 Henry Lawrence to John Winthrop Jr, September 22, 1635. Winthrop Papers, Vol. III, 212-213. 
138 Henry Lawrence to John Winthrop Jr, September 22, 1635. Winthrop Papers, Vol. III, 212-213. 
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immediately were sending fewer servants than promised. Winthrop was informed by another 

source in September of 1635 that fewer servants than intended had been sent because the 

grantees in England had become nervous about the spread of rumors concerning their intentions 

to leave England. Winthrop was further assured that than even though Lord Brooke had not sent 

any of the twenty servants he had promised, the “gentlemens minds remaine the same, and are in 

a way of selling off their estates with the greatest expedicion.”139 Winthrop received several 

versions of these letters throughout his year as governor of the Saybrook colony. 

Winthrop’s frustrations appear to have been well-known among the grantees and the 

puritan nobles tended to treat him in a similar manner as those under their command in 

Providence Island. They attempted to appeal to a higher sense of purpose and insisted that if it 

was God’s will, the colony would succeed. One extraordinary piece of advice sent to Winthrop 

illustrates just how frustrated Winthrop had become at being offered instructions while being 

scolded for not implementing them properly: 

But you may say its easie to sitt upon a Cushion and direct, but difficult to performe. I 
doe not speake of impossibilities, but give caution for a good beginning and 
foundation…The best wilbe therefore to begin with God, which I doe not doubt but you 
will and seeke his directions, howe and where you may lay a foundation for a Cittie of 
Peace, to the honour of his great name.140 

The demands of prospective nobles colonists were often onerous and without any regard for 

whether they were realistic or not. Sir Matthew Boynton, a later addition to the list of grantees, 

essentially demanded an entire operable estate be ready for him upon his eventual arrival. 

Boynton wanted Winthrop’s guidance on how best to acquire a house, wanted him to ensure that 

the sheep, goats, and cows he had already sent were taken care of (Boynton added that he 

expected updates for the following year on their increase), and that Winthrop direct the one or 

139 Philip Nye to John Winthrop Jr, September 21, 1635. Winthrop Papers, Vol. III, 211. 
140 Edward Howes to John Winthrop Jr, September 3, 1646. Winthrop Papers, Vol. III, 290-293. 
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two servants he planned on sending. He added that he was unsure if his servants would arrive 

before the livestock, but expected that Winthrop would handle their care. Boynton expected a 

healthy and growing livestock to be taken care of before he even had a house or servants in the 

colony. A little over a year later, Boynton wrote that he was not leaving England after all, 

directed Winthrop to sell his estate for him, and complained to Winthrop that he had not received 

any sufficient updates on how his livestock had held up.141 

Winthrop was not the only Saybrook colonist alienated by the grantees. The lack of 

regard by the grantees led to complaints from many others about the lack of labor, but also the 

lack of necessities. The grantees had both been slow to send over what they promised, but also 

made it nearly impossible for colonists to secure their own necessities. A frequent complaint 

concerned the restrictions on trading. The grantees had implement a policy that because they 

intended to provide either actual goods or money to purchase all needed goods and were 

forbidden to purchase supplies from many neighboring communities who were seen as 

encroaching on their patents. Lion Gardiner, while living in Saybrook, complained bitterly about 

the lack of supplies, and claimed the colony was essentially isolated. He complained they were 

not allowed to trade with the much nearer Dutch or Native Americans, but that English ships 

never stopped at Saybrook.142 

Even the servants who lived in Saybrook expressed a number of complaints about the 

conditions created by the grantees’ poor administration of the colony. A petition of grievances 

was sent to George Fenwick and Hugh Peters complaining that they lived in outright squalor. 

They complained that had not been given any new clothing, and that because of unusually long 

141 Sir Matthew Boynton to John Winthrop Jr, February 23, 1636 and April 12, 1637. Winthrop Papers, Vol. III, 226-
227, 388-389. 
142 John White to John Winthrop, November 16, 1636 and Lion Gardiner to John Winthrop Jr, November 6, 1636. 
Winthrop Papers, Vol. III, 319-323. 
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stretch of rain they were forced to wear wet clothing. They also complained that they had run out 

of all food except for pea porridge. However, most striking is their complaint about the lack of 

ministers. They essentially accused the Saybrook of lying to them about the benefits of going to 

Saybrook: 

First we hav[e] lived a great while without the meanes of grace and salvation we being 
ignorant and [scarce] know any thing of the way and hav[e] great need of teaching[,] the 
end of our coming was the hope some of us for to have the meanes in a more frequent 
and gloriouse way then we had in our native countrie and [likewise] it is your [charge] to 
se[e] it perform[ed] as we to desire it.143 

This bold demand testifies to the fact that the Saybrook colony was completely mismanaged and 

little regard was given to the status of the colony. It was a bold criticism that the nobles were 

violating their own commitments, a critique they never recognized as valid in dealing with 

complaints from Providence Island. So great was their disregard for those who assisted them, 

that they nearly deprived John Winthrop Jr. of any compensation for his efforts. Because of 

dissatisfaction that their estates had not handled to their particular satisfaction, but also because 

of a miscommunication in relaying Winthrop’s accounting of the financial records, the Saybrook 

grantees nearly did not pay him. After Emmanuel Downing claimed to have advocated on 

Winthrop’s behalf he wrote that the grantees would reimburse him and give him his 

compensation after all though they would not compensate for “stricktly everie penny.”144 

The grantees’ interest in the colony nearly completely vanished with the onset of the 

Pequot War in 1636 and they more or less abandoned the colony. Because they originally 

assumed they would be coming over in the next year or two after hiring John Winthrop Jr., the 

grantees did not articulate any sort of government for the colony and thus did not put in place 

143 Grievances of the Servants at Saybrook, July 1636. Winthrop Papers, Vol. III, 281-282. 
144 Emmanuel Downing to John Winthrop Jr, March 13, 1638. Winthrop Papers, Volume IV, 1638-1644 (Cambridge: 
Massachusetts Historical Society, 1944): 20-21. 
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any procedures for defense, cooperating with other colonies, or handling any unexpected 

situation. John Winthrop Jr. was tasked as governor, but his responsibilities were more of a 

caretaker role rather an as a true governor. In 1636, Massachusetts Bay agreed to a one-year deal 

wherein they would have temporary and limited jurisdiction over settlements along the 

Connecticut River, including Saybrook, but this lapsed without a new deal. When the 

neighboring colonies entered negotiations concerning how to handle the Pequot War, they were 

often unable to finalize any agreement with Saybrook because grantees still held their patent, but 

had not articulated any new government. The inhabitants were still there, but had no knowledge 

of what rights they had for governing themselves. This essentially led to Saybrook operating in a 

state of limbo for several years, with Massachusetts Bay often acting as a caretaker, though 

without any real authority to do so. Finally, with the Civil War fully distracting the grantees’ 

attention, George Fenwick orchestrated the sale of the colony to Connecticut in 1644. Fenwick 

was the only named grant holder of Saybrook to actually live there and thus the puritan nobles’ 

only directly managed colony in New England was ceded to be governed by other New England 

puritans.145 

The puritan nobles’ constant assertion of their entitlement to deference and authority over 

their ventures resulted in numerous tangible problems for their ventures in Providence Island and 

Saybrook. Their protectiveness of their social status resulted in another open breach with New 

England’s puritans as they considered relocating to New England in mid-1630s. The Saybrook 

grantees were not only unwilling to travel to New England before their estates were properly set 

up, they expected to transfer England’s system of hereditary government to New England and 

145 Winthrop, April 2, 1637, Journal of John Winthrop, 211; Answer to a Petition…upon Connecticut, June 2, 1641, 
The Records of the Colony of Massachusetts Bay, vol. I: 320-323; Robert J. Taylor, Colonial Connecticut: A History 
(Millwood, NY: KTO Press, 1979): 7-19; 49-52. 
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create a body similarly akin to Parliament’s House of Lords in New England. This was directly 

contrary to the system of government in Massachusetts Bay, which had established that church 

membership was required for voting and holding office and presumed that the nobles would not 

be automatically eligible. 

The back and forth between the nobles and New England puritans demonstrates a barrier 

between the two groups that was insurmountable without one group drastically altering its own 

views. This argument between Cotton and the Lords Say and Sele and Brooke has been used as 

an example of the evolution of political philosophies in both British and American contexts, but 

this argument is representative of a significant and permanent division between these two camps 

of puritans that relegated them permanently separated in the Atlantic. There is also no indication 

as to what relationship Saybrook would have had with Massachusetts Bay or the other 

surrounding colonies and no discussions were had to discuss. Massachusetts’s charter did not 

include the Saybrook region, so the nobles would not have necessarily fallen under 

Massachusetts’s domain. While there was no discussion of the merging of the two colonies, 

Cotton’s reply indicates that the New England puritans may have believed some merging may 

have been possible. Cotton did not just explain why Massachusetts would not automatically grant 

the nobles a permanent stake in government, but also argued that no nobles of any kind was 

necessary in a newly created society. It is reasonable to assume that even if Saybrook remained 

completely separate, neighboring puritans worried about the influence of such a powerful group 

nearby.146 

146 Karen Ordahl Kupperman, “Definitions of Liberty on the Eve of the Civil War: Lord Saye and Sele, Lord Brooke, 
and the American Puritan Colonies,” 17-33; Michael P. Winship, Godly Republicanism: Puritans, Pilgrims, and a City 
on a Hill (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012): 194-201; Michael P. Winship explains a similar, but 
more theologically-focused, divide emerging between New England’s puritans and English puritans in “Straining 
the Bonds of Puritanism: English Presbyterians and Massachusetts Congregationalists Debate Ecclesiology, 1636-
1640,” in Puritans and Catholics in the Trans-Atlantic World, 1600-1800 edited by Crawford Green and Scott 
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The arguments of Lord Say and Sele and Lord Brooke in their claims to govern were 

fairly straightforward and largely reflected the government as it then existed in England. They 

asserted that the government ought to be composed of two houses, one composed of “gentlemen 

of the country” and their heirs with another of “freeholders” who would choose representatives. 

Neither “house” could exert its will over the other, enact any policies without the consent of the 

other, and both would have the responsibility of exercising oversight over the executive authority 

of the colony. They did also expect that the position of governor would always be selected from 

the “upper” house, an expectation that would have prevented men such as John Winthrop from 

being able to exercise that position again.147 

Cotton’s rebuttal is significant for several reasons. First, it did not just serve as an 

explanation or merely provide a safeguard the political power for Massachusetts’s new political 

ruling class against the hypothetical threat from arrival of the nobles, though there are grounds 

for such a consideration. Cotton laid out a case that both claimed the nobles’ arrival would 

undermine their religious “experiment.” Were the nobles to assume such power, effectively 

occupying two-thirds of this hypothetical new government, their influence would be enormous. 

Many of the nobles had already begun to express skepticism concerning the nature of church 

government in Massachusetts. As they demonstrated on Providence Island, the nobles were not 

necessarily afraid of ministerial independence but were increasingly concerned that New 

England’s congregational system made unorthodox opinions dangerous to express. The nobles 

Spurlock (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015): 89-111; Also, Francis Bremer gives an overview of this debate as 
well, choosing to focus on the cooperative aspect of the debate in John Winthrop: America’s Forgotten Founding 
Father, 242-246. 
147 John Cotton, “Certain Proposals made by the Lord Saye, Lord Brooke, and other Persons of quality, as conditions 
of their removing to New England, with the answers thereto,” in The Correspondence of John Cotton ed. Sargent 
Bush (Chapel Hill: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, 
Virginia, by the University of North Carolina Press, 2001): 519-523. 
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expressed fear that Massachusetts’s system would enable a version of “papal excommunication” 

to be utilized against any unpopular views.148 

Cotton further argued that even allowing a preexisting nobles class to erect a new one in 

New England was simply incompatible with the underlying premise for Massachusetts’s colonial 

government: “Purity, preserved in the church, will preserve well ordered liberty in the people, 

and both of them establish well-ballanced authority in the magistrates.” Were the nobles 

permitted to govern without church membership, purity would be tainted. However, Cotton was 

not declaring that the nobles were not entitled to their positions in England, nor did he deny that 

they would be given a place of preference in New England. He stated that “monarchy, and 

aristocracy, they are both of them approved, and directed in scripture, yet so as referreth the 

soveraignte to himself” and thus that the nobles’ status was directly in service to God, not merely 

an earthly reward.149 

Cotton also foreshadowed the New England’s puritans’ turn towards adopting for 

themselves an exclusive national covenant with God by carving out New England as a distinct 

place with near complete autonomy and limited obligations to outside groups. Cotton’s argument 

relied on two basic premises. One was the concept that New England and England were distinct 

enough political or legal entities that the nobles’ formal titles did not carry full legal weight in 

New England: “Hereditary honors both nature and scripture doth acknowledge…but hereditary 

authority and power standeth only by the civil laws of some commonwealths, and yet, even 

amongst them, the authority and power of the father is no where communicated, together with 

his honors, unto all posterity.” 150 Cotton acknowledged that aristocracy was valid but not 

148 John Cotton to William Fiennes, Lord Say and Sele, 1636, The Correspondance of John Cotton, 243-249. 
149 John Cotton to William Fiennes, Lord Say and Sele, 1636, The Correspondance of John Cotton, 245-247. 
150 John Cotton, “Certain Proposals made by the Lord Saye, Lord Brooke, and other Persons of quality, as conditions 
of their removing to New England, with the answers thereto,” in The Correspondence of John Cotton, 519-523. 
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universally applicable. Cotton argued any possible hereditary class of gentlemen in New England 

would have to be created based on their service to this new society. Cotton argued that 

aristocracy was a valid form of government, but it was not required and Massachusetts was not 

beholden to it: “when a commonwealth had liberty to mould his owne frame…I conceive the 

scripture hath given full direction for the right ordering of the same.”151 Responding to the 

nobles’ demand that there be a house of government for gentlemen and one for freeholders, 

Cotton replied that they “willingly approve the motion, only as yet it is not so practiced among 

us, but in time, the variety and discrepancy of sundry occurrences will put them upon a necessity 

of sitting apart.”152 The implication of Cotton’s argument was that New England was no longer 

simply seeking to be an example to emulate, but was creating its own wholly new society. It also 

carried an argument that questioned the need for a permanent aristocracy, even in Saybrook, 

though he did not explicitly make such a claim. The concept that the puritan nobles were 

prohibited from exercising the full weight of their English titles and ranks in New England 

indicates that New England’s puritans had increasingly adopted a platform that excluded other 

groups. In no part of his letters to Lord Say and Lord Brooke did Cotton make the claim that 

New England itself was a sacred space, but his arguments rested on the premise that New 

England was an entirely new society without the obligation to accommodate any views or 

practices that might undermine the experiment. 

It is important to recognize that the puritan nobles never made any sort of declaration 

explaining their decision to remain in England, so Cotton’s rebuttal of their claims cannot be 

claimed as a deciding factor in that decision. Also, if they had chosen to emigrate it is not certain 

151 John Cotton to William Fiennes, Lord Say and Sele, 1636, The Correspondance of John Cotton, 244-245. 
152 John Cotton, “Certain Proposals made by the Lord Saye, Lord Brooke, and other Persons of quality, as conditions 
of their removing to New England, with the answers thereto,” in The Correspondence of John Cotton, 520. 
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what the relationship between the two colonies would actually look like. There was possibility 

set for a closer relationship than mere proximity given the involvement of people like John 

Winthrop Jr. and John Humfrey. There had been the temporary jurisdiction Massachusetts had 

been given over the settlements. Additionally, the lists from the Lords were referred to as 

“demands” and Winthrop recorded their early interest in relocating to New England, but only if 

those demands were met.153 While it is hard to know what those demands may have been, but if 

Saybrook were to be completely separate from other New England colonies, they would not need 

too many accommodations made for them. 

Cotton’s correspondence with the nobles in 1636 demonstrates the transformation of New 

England’s views concerning their obligation to cooperate with other puritan groups. In the early 

1630s, many New England puritans were fairly excited about the prospect of the puritan nobles’ 

migration to New England. In correspondence with Sir Simonds D’Ewes, Winthrop often 

responded to D’Ewes concerns by encouraging him to settle in New England as would soon be in 

agreement “if you were heere to see the state of things, as wee see them.”154 Initially, both New 

England’s puritans and the puritan nobles were largely in agreement with each other over the 

benefits of the nobles’ relocation to Saybrook. Even before Cotton’s reply to the Lords Say and 

Sele and Brooke, the puritan nobles as early as 1634 had already sent some demands for their 

relocation. John Humfrey claimed “persons of great quality and estate, (and a special note for 

piety)” were determined to relocate seeing New England’s early success as a sign of providential 

favor, but only “if they might receive satisfaction therein” concerning the propositions they sent, 

though it is unclear these demands are identical to the list that Cotton replied to in 1636, it is safe 

153John Cotton to William Fiennes, Lord Say and Sele, 1636, The Correspondance of John Cotton, 247; Winthrop, 
July 1634, Journal of John Winthrop, 120. 
154 John Winthrop to Sir Simonds D’Ewes, September 26, 1633. Winthrop Papers, Vol. III, 139-140. 
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to assume they were largely similar. The appointment of John Winthrop Jr. to govern the 

Saybrook colony was not the subject of controversy, the Massachusetts Bay Company agreed to 

some jurisdiction over colonists who had relocated to and near Saybrook, and many in New 

England puritans observed with satisfaction early developments of the colony.155 Cotton’s 

dismissal of the nobles’ inherent right to govern in, particularly in New England itself, indicated 

that New England’s puritans were becoming increasingly unwilling to cooperate, and especially 

compromise, with other puritan groups. 

Twin Colonial Failures 

The examples of Providence Island and Saybrook represent the relationship between the 

New England puritans and the puritan nobles. While New England’s puritans often appear to be 

the most resistant to cooperation, the nobles were never willing to relocate without also 

importing their status and privileges as landed aristocracy. Even before Cotton’s reply to the 

Lord Say and Sele and Lord Brooke, the puritan nobles as early as 1634 had already sent some 

demands for their relocation. John Humfrey claimed “persons of great quality and estate, (and a 

special note for piety)” were determined to relocate seeing New England’s early success as a 

sign of providential favor, but only “if they might receive satisfaction therein” concerning the 

propositions they sent, though it is unclear these demands are identical to the list that Cotton 

replied to in 1636, it is safe to assume they were largely similar.156 The nobles’ belief in their 

inherited proclivity for governing was a major cause of friction between themselves and New 

England’s puritans. They had expected that upon their relocation to Saybrook the nobles would 

155 Winthrop, July 1634, pp., 120 (Humfrey quote), and November 28, 1635, 161-165, Journal of John Winthrop. 
156 Winthrop, July 1634, Journal of John Winthrop, 120. 
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automatically be treated as a new ruling class of the colony. Similarly, they were dismissive of 

complaints by New England leaders when they sought to draw settlers away to Providence 

Island. 

While they insisted on enjoying the privileges as they had in England, they were 

generally were more willing to support the well-being of New England puritans, even when New 

Englanders engaged in behavior the nobles found troubling. Simonds D’Ewes wrote that while 

there “are crept in amongst them some that hold strange and dangerous opinions,” he still 

maintained their sincerity in seeking to do God’s work. Not only had many nobles members 

offered crucial assistance in founding the New England colonies, they continued to search for 

ways to assist through the 1640s. The Earl of Warwick was largely responsible for both securing 

Massachusetts Bay’s original charter in the late 1620s and for safeguarding the colony against an 

effort led by Sir Ferdinando Gorges to recognize his claims to New England and declare 

Massachusetts’s charter invalid.157 They assumed, as they also conveyed to Cotton, that their 

presence would provide New England with a higher quality of leadership that could only help 

those colonies prosper. Even after the Saybrook venture fell flat and the anger over attempts to 

lead colonists from New England to Providence Island, the nobles continued to believe in 

supporting the health of the New England colonies. Throughout the tenure of Providence Island’s 

existence, they worked to maintain a commercial relationship with New England and often spoke 

of New England as a useful reservoir of godly English people.158 

New England’s puritans were particularly stubborn in their relations with the puritan 

nobles. New England’s puritans, particularly their leadership, became increasingly resistant to 

157 Charles M. Andrews, The Colonial Period of American History, vol. I: The Settlements (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1934): 357-368, 413-414. 
158 Providence Island Company to Nathaniel Butler, June 7, 1639. TNA CO 124/1, f. 138-142; Lord Say and Sele to 
John Winthrop, July 9, 1640. Winthrop Papers, Vol. IV, 263-268. 



 
 

              

               

               

              

              

               

             

             

             

               

                

             

               

            

               

               

                 

             

               

              

                 

          

                                                           
                   

 

111 

any assistance towards other puritan groups. In part this stemmed from their particular rationale 

for settling in New England. Believing it was important to avoid whatever destruction may have 

been destined for England, they saw settling near the Spanish in the Caribbean as inviting 

disaster. By the early 1640s, New England’s puritans had begun the transition to consider 

themselves and New England itself as enjoying a unique covenant with God. This attitude 

facilitated a new posture whereby they became far more protective of themselves and feared that 

supporting groups whose practices they disagreed with risked the loss of providential favor. 

The puritan nobles were flatly unsuccessful in erecting a sustained puritan colony in 

either Providence Island or Saybrook. The puritan nobles’ experiment in direct management of 

the colonies was an abject failure. On Providence Island the nobles never conceded the necessary 

trust or discretion to their colonists and were typically resistant to recognizing the validity of the 

grievances raised by their colonists. This dismissiveness of their colonists’ issues was especially 

harmful to the creation of godly societies. The nobles were often frustrated at the internal 

divisions caused by competing religious practices of their ministers, particularly with Hope 

Sherrard. Counter to their own emphasis on control, the puritan nobles expected that devotion to 

the colony’s success would inspire compromise on the parts of their colonists. Once the Civil 

War broke out in England, the puritan nobles’ focus on the Atlantic waned, though it did not 

evaporate. They predicted as much in their instructions to the colony announcing the 

appointment of John Humfrey in 1641, when they expressed hope that the expected influx of 

New Englanders along with the clear sign of providence expressed in the second successful 

defense of the island against the Spanish, would allow them to turn their attention to what had 

been their priority all along, the reformation of England.159 

159 Providence Island Company to the Governor and Council of Providence Island, March 29, 1641. TNA CO 124/1, f. 
166. 
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Chapter III 

“It Concerneth the Enlargement of christs kingdome and the good of many poore 
soules in Virginia:”160 

The Chesapeake Puritans during the Mid-Seventeenth Century, Part I 

The Chesapeake’s puritan community during the 1640s and 1650s was at its most active 

within the colonies and was the community’s height of engagement with puritans throughout the 

English Atlantic. However, this activity and engagement would embroil the Chesapeake’s 

puritans in a series of religious and political controversies that would ultimately weaken the 

cohesion of that community. This left them vulnerable the tremendous confluence of competing 

interests other Atlantic puritans, of the English Civil War, and the self-interests of other 

Chesapeake colonists. The experiences of mid-seventeenth century ultimately led to the 

reduction of the Chesapeake’s puritans to become scattered and to dissipate. 

The religious controversies that affected the Chesapeake in the 1640s and 1650s reveal 

many of the limitations faced by English puritans who had sought to use the Atlantic to achieve 

England’s godly reformation. Virginia’s puritan community had been founded by Separatists, 

determined to utilize the Atlantic potential for enhancing their wealth and power in order to 

eventually achieve a puritan reformation of the Anglican church. By the mid-seventeenth 

century, the priorities of the Chesapeake puritans became out of step with puritans elsewhere in 

the Atlantic. The New England puritans made a brief intervention that stoked enthusiasm among 

Virginia’s puritans. Yet, upon those ministers’ banishment, New England no longer took an 

active role which left the Chesapeake puritan community bereft of theological authority. 

Additionally, the puritan nobles in England and Parliament would not take any decisive action to 

160 William Durand to John Davenport, July 15, 1642, in “Two 1642 Letters from Virginia Puritans,” Proceedings of 
the Massachusetts Historical Society, Third Series, Vol. 84 (1972): 107. 
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help the Virginia and Maryland puritans until the community was already too weakened and was 

too spiritually adrift to have secured a permanent place in Virginia society. 

Historians, notably April Hatfield, demonstrated that the strength of the Virginia 

puritans’ inter-colonial networks allowed them and later nonconformist groups to persist even as 

the English Atlantic became increasingly Anglican. Despite Virginia’s reputation for being 

stridently Anglican, the colony always featured a strong nonconformist component with puritans 

and Quakers in the seventeenth century and evangelical groups in the eighteenth century. 

However, because many of these networks were anchored by family connections, they persisted 

whether they changed religious identity or were absorbed into the English-Anglican framework. 

Additionally, puritan economic, social, and political networks were also intertwined with broader 

English, including Anglican, networks as well, exposing them to the ramifications of the tumult 

that the English world experienced during the 1640s and 1650s. While individuals who formed 

these networks, and even the networks themselves, survived the mid-seventeenth century, the 

Chesapeake’s puritans were unable to fully cement themselves as a visibly active puritan 

community.161 

Virginia was largely free of serious religious conflict until the 1640s. When both 

Virginia’s puritans became more assertive while Governor Sir William Berkeley began to 

aggressively enforce conformity to Anglican practices. Virginia’s violent conflict with Native 

Americans during the 1620s and 1630s likely pushed internal divisions down, the dispersed 

nature of Virginian settlement, and the chronic lack of ministers made it relatively simple for 

puritans to live in Virginia without much controversy. Additionally, Virginia’s royal governors 

preceding William Berkeley had been former Virginia Company officers and were often more 

161 April Hatfield, Atlantic Virginia: Intercolonial Relations in the Seventeenth Century; Rachel Monroy, “On the 
Trade Winds of Faith: Puritan Networks in the Making of an Atlantic World.” 
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focused on merely keeping the colony stable, lucrative, or reinstating the Company than they 

were in strictly enforcing religious prerogatives of the Crown.162 Having been able to maintain a 

low profile and having avoided provocation, Virginia’s puritans found themselves in opposition 

to much of the rest of the colony. 

In the early 1640s, Virginia’s puritans appear to have undergone a burst of religious zeal 

and enthusiasm. While scant records make it impossible to know for sure, there did not appear to 

have been any major religious tensions or clashes in Virginia prior to this, despite the presence of 

Separatist puritans living in a royal and Anglican colony for about twenty years. Interestingly, 

this burst of energy appeared with an embrace of a version of New England-style 

Congregationalism and they explicitly turned to New England puritans for spiritual guidance. It 

is difficult to trace the specifics of those communities’ religious practices and what evolution 

they had undergone. However, several factors indicate that Virginia’s puritans almost certainly 

had to accept flexibility in their personal and community practices. First, Virginia’s early years 

required communities to largely support their own parishes, including in finding ministers. 

Second, as discussed in Chapter I, the members of first waves of puritan settlers were not 

monolithic, but their leaders embarked to Virginia because they had disagreements with other 

Separatists in either England or the Netherlands. Third, the Separatists group’s strategy for the 

Atlantic placed an emphasis on enhancing wealth and power for religious ends, which caused the 

Virginia puritan community to be largely led by merchant-planters focused on securing their 

positions of influence within the colony. This dynamic caused a dearth of actual religious 

leadership, leaving Virginia’s puritans vulnerable to stray from previously-held religious beliefs. 

162 Warren M. Billings, Sir William Berkeley and the Forging of Colonial Virginia (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 2004): 104 
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Early Difficulties 

One of the clearest examples of the issues plaguing Virginia’s puritan community can be 

found in Hungar’s Parish on the Virginia’s Eastern Shore. This parish was one of Virginia’s 

centers for puritan settlement and repeatedly had trouble with its ministers. The first puritan of 

record for the area, Francis Bolton does not appear much in the records and later left for Edward 

Bennett’s plantation, many of the following ministers had puritan connections and often cycled 

through Bennett’s plantations. Two of the ministers who succeeded him had tumultuous terms 

and are windows into the difficulties faced by Virginia puritans in retaining ministers.163 

Reverend William Cotton served as the parish’s minister for much of the 1630s. It is unclear if 

Cotton was a puritan, and if so, how devoted he was, though he had been preceded and followed 

by puritan ministers. However, Cotton was routinely in conflict with his parish over non-

payment of tithes. Cotton appears around a dozen times in the court records making formal 

complaints to have the court order that he be paid. In 1637, Cotton went so far as to sue his own 

vestry for their failure to collect his tithes. The court responded with the extraordinary response 

of giving Cotton an execution on the estates of the individual vestrymen.164 Cotton remained for 

a long period of time and the courts and colonial government were friendly to his appeals for 

proper payment of his tithes, few prominent ministers would desire to have to engage in such a 

tiresome ritual to collect their income. 

163 James Bell, Empire, Religion, and Revolution in Early Virginia, 1607-1786, 94; Babbette M. Levy, “Early 
Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies,” 140. 
164 “At a Court Holden at Acchawmack…” January 4-5, 1635/1636 in County Court Records of Accomack-
Northampton, Virginia: 1632-1640 edited by Susan M. Ames (Washington, DC: American Historical Association, 
1954): 45; James R. Perry, The Formation of a Society on Virginia’s Eastern Shore, 1615-1655 (Chapel Hill: Published 
for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the University of North Carolina 
Press, 1990): 183-184. 
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One of Hungar Parish’s later ministers demonstrates the origins of the poor reputation of 

Virginian ministers as well as the flexibility or evolution of the Virginia puritans’ practices. 

Nathaniel Eaton left Massachusetts and served as an assistant to minister John Rosier. Eaton left 

for Virginia in 1639 after a disastrous short term as the first head of Harvard College from which 

he was terminated for physical assaults, withholding food from students, excessive corporal 

punishment, and mismanagement of the college’s money, including embezzlement. Eaton’s 

departure included him essentially abandoning his family and fleeing arrest before going to 

Virginia. While in Virginia, he continued to amass debt and gained a reputation for drunkenness 

which then forced his return to England. Eaton’s tenure in Hungar’s Parish reveals much about 

the parish’s active desire for puritan ministers as well as their difficulties in attracting ministers. 

Eaton had moved in prominent puritan circles: his brothers were Theophilus Eaton and Samuel 

Eaton, he had studied under William Ames, and had known Thomas Hooker before being 

approved by the Massachusetts Bay government to be the founding head of Harvard College. 

There is no record of the actual reasoning behind bringing Eaton to Hungar’s Parish but they 

were surely aware of his credentials as a Congregationalist puritan. There is also no definitive 

record that Hungar’s Parish was aware of the reasons for Eaton’s departure from Massachusetts, 

but it is also difficult to imagine they were not made aware at some point especially considering 

that the Massachusetts government believed he both stolen and lost the extraordinary sum of up 

to £1000 while at Harvard. As late as 1645, the Massachusetts General Court was still settling his 

estate and making attempts to contact him or Virginia officials in that effort. Hungar’s Parish 

either chose to look past his transgressions or they chose not vet him at all. Given that he served 
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the parish as an assistant, rather than the actual minister. Either scenario was likely as his 

position in the parish was a steep demotion from the one he held in Massachusetts.165 

Berkeley’s Conformity Campaign 

Instructions to the governors from either the Virginia Company or the Crown required 

conformity to the Church of England, which was a standard part of the charge of any official of 

the English government. However, comparing these instructions along with laws passed by the 

Virginia Assembly prior to Berkeley’s arrival in year with those after reveals a definite change 

under Berkeley towards a stricter approach to enforcing conformity. Initial instructions and acts 

were both less absolute and the punishments for lack of conformity were less severe. The 

Virginia Company’s instructions to Francis Wyatt’s first tenure as governor in 1621 concerning 

religion amounted to one statement: “To keep up religion of the Church of England as near as 

may be.”166 Significantly, there are no provisions in these instructions concerning recourse 

should ministers, other church officers, or even parishioners not conform. It is likely that the 

Virginia Company was more concerned with that the dearth of ministers, physical distance 

between colonists and churches, as well as the difficulty in maintaining the resources to support 

proper parishes than they were with dealing insubordinate puritans. 

165 Massachusetts General Court, September 9, 1639 in Records of the Governor and Company of the 
Massachusetts Bay in New England, Vol. I: 275; Massachusetts General Court, May 14, 1645 in Records of the 
Governor and Company of Massachusetts Bay in New England, Volume II, 1642-1649 (New York: AMS Press, 1968): 
114; Winthrop, September 4, 1639 and February 2, 1641, Journal of John Winthrop, 301-305, 343; Babbette M. 
Levy, “Early Puritanism in the Southern and Island Colonies,” 142-146; Perry, The Formation of a Society on 
Virginia’s Eastern Shore, 1615-1655, 183-188. 
166 Instructions to Governor Wyatt, 24 July, 1621 in The Statutes at Large, 114-118. 
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The laws concerning ministerial conformity throughout the 1620s and 1630s were 

similarly worded, though they do suggest some consternation over non-conformity in Virginia. 

The laws passed during the later years of the Virginia Company’s governance and years as a 

royal colony prior to Berkeley’s all stressed adhering to the “lawes and orders of the churche of 

England” with the standard punishment for disobedient ministers being censure by the governor 

and council.167 Further evidence that there was at least concern over the practice of puritans in 

Virginia can be seen in the dates at which Virginia leaders emphasize the Book of Common 

Prayer. While various instructions and laws routinely emphasize conformity to the Anglican 

Church, specific mentions of using the Book of Common Prayer were not included in every 

instance. The Virginia Company did not specifically mention enforcing the Book of Common 

Prayer in any surviving colony-wide set of instructions or laws (it does appear in instructions to a 

Captain John Woodlefe upon his being a granted a plantation in 1619). In fact, laws or 

instructions specifically mentioning adherence to the Book of Common Prayer did not regularly 

appear until the meeting of the Assembly in February of 1632 (each time the assembly met and 

passed new laws during the 1620s and 1630s they often rewrote the laws concerning religious 

practice and declared that previous laws were superseded). Until this session the Assembly 

rewrote nearly verbatim the laws concerning religious conformity and they did not mention 

adhering to the Book of Common Prayer. Following this 1632 session, nearly every surviving 

law passed through the 1640s mentioned specifically that ministers were to practice using the 

Book of Common Prayer, however the punishment for violating these laws remained “censure.” 

This new focus on the Book of Common Prayer beginning in the early 1630s was likely the 

result of Virginia following the trends in England towards stricter religious policy brought by 

167 John Pory, “A Reporte of the Manner of Proceeding in the General Assembly Convented at James City,” July and 
August, 1619, in Records of the Virginia Company, vol. III, 172. 
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Archbishop Laud.168 While enforcing adherence to the Church of England was standard for any 

English colonial official, the inclusion of the use of the Book of Common Prayer in the language 

likely points towards complaints that it was not being used.169 

However, this changed with William Berkeley’s appointment as governor in year. Prior 

to this appointment Berkeley had had no real interest in Virginia. Berkeley had risen in English 

society by gaining favor in Charles’s court and while not necessarily a personal zealot of 

Charles, he was both politically an ardent royalist and owed his personal and professional stature 

to serving the Crown. Berkeley did not appear to be much invested in the theological battles 

between puritans and Anglicans, but unlike previous governors Berkeley took service to the King 

far more seriously on its own merit. At least initially, he also saw his time in Virginia as a 

stepping stone to higher office and had no previous loyalty to the Virginia colonial project as did 

other colonists. Therefore, Berkeley took his role as the King’s man in Virginia very seriously. 

170 Throughout the 1640s, Virginia puritans would find themselves increasingly at odds with the 

Virginia government as Berkeley attempted to enforce conformity. In attempting to resist 

Berkeley’s hard line, Virginia’s puritans found themselves thrust into the upheavals of the 1640s 

and into an intersection of the puritan nobles’ and New England puritans’ interests, as well as 

their own. 

168 “Att a General Assmebly…” 21 February, 1631 / 1632, in The Statutes at Large, 153-177, 178-202, 203, 238-282, 
339-351. 
169 James B. Bell, Empire, Religion, and Revolution in Early Virginia, 1607-1786, chap. 7. Bell states that the Book of 
Common Prayer was not mentioned in any actual laws passed by Virginia until the 1642/1643 sessions of the 
Assembly, just after Berkeley’s arrival as governor. However, the Book of Common Prayer is specified in earlier acts 
of the Assembly, but was only specified in requirements for catechism and marriage. However, the language 
concerning the Prayer Book did become much stricter in the laws passed in 1642/1643. 
170 Billings, Sir William Berkeley and the Forging of Colonial Virginia (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University 
Press, 2004): 103 – 106. See page 103 specifically for a discussion on Berkeley’s sense of obligation in enforcing 
conformity. 
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Charles I’s 1641 instructions to Berkeley make very clear how the new governor was to 

approach matters of religion in Virginia. Enforcing conformity to the Church of England was the 

first item listed and there was no ambiguity: 

1. That in the first place you be carefull Almighty God may be duly and daily served 
according to the forme of Religion Established in the Church of England both by Your 
selfe and the people under your charge…Suffer no Invasion in matters of Religion and be 
carefull to appoint Sufficient and conformable Ministers in each Congregation, that may 
Chatechise and instruct them in the Grounds and Principles of Religion. Oaths of 
Supremacy and Allegiance to be Administered, The Refusers sent home.171 

While these instructions appear similar in tone to previous instructions concerning the 

enforcement of conformity, there are a few noteworthy differences. First, past instructions often 

included a phrase akin to “or as near may be” after mandating adherence to Anglican practices, 

while Berkeley’s instructions do not. The qualification attached to previous instructions was 

surely recognition of the many practical difficulties in maintaining proper churches in Virginia. 

These particular instructions read as absolute, though there is no evidence that Berkeley punished 

any minister or parish for not overcoming practical difficulties. Secondly, and related to the first 

difference is the phrase, “Suffer no Invasion in matters of Religion,” which gave a far more 

combative element to Berkeley’s instructions and framed part of Berkeley’s duties as defending 

the colony against those who would undermine the practices of the Anglican Church in Virginia. 

Additionally, the only true religious threat to the colony would have been from puritans, 

especially given the crises enveloping England in 1641. Thirdly, the overall tone of the 

instructions left no room for any tolerance. Berkeley was instructed to appoint “conformable 

Ministers in each Congregation,” suggests that Berkeley should not tolerate any nonconformity, 

even if that was the desire of the congregants. While it would be easy to read too far into these 

171 Charles I, Instructions from Charles I, 10 August 1641, in The Papers of Sir William Berkeley, 1605-1677 ed. 
Warren M. Billings (Richmond: Library of Virginia, 2007): 29. 



 
 

             

                 

                 

  

 

       

 

                

            

                 

             

             

             

             

           

            

             

              

             

              

               

              

                                                           
                  

 

121 

changes, Berkeley’s previous non-attachment to Virginia, and his royalism. His career as a 

servant of the Crown meant that he was much more susceptible to take his instructions to heart. 

Berkeley did not have to wait long for his first major test in enforcing religious conformity in 

Virginia. 

Virginia Puritans’ 1642 Turn to New England 

In the early 1640s Virginia’s puritans began to assert themselves by attempting to overtly 

practice New England Congregationalism in their parishes. In 1642 puritans from Upper 

Norfolk, Virginia sent two letters to New England requesting ministers to help “set up the true 

profession and practise of religion” among the puritans in Virginia.172 The New England 

churches in turn sent ministers William Tompson, John Knowles, and Thomas James. Their 

arrival resulted in nearly two decades of confrontation, tension, and even violence between 

puritans and the governments of both Virginia and Maryland. The Chesapeake’s puritans would 

challenge the colonial governments, even overthrowing them. The royal and proprietary 

governments in Virginia and Maryland would push back, with Berkeley’s actions being 

particularly aggressive in attempting to break any power held by Virginia’s puritans. During 

these episodes, puritans in the Chesapeake and Bermuda sought assistance from each other and 

from New England. This decade of turmoil for Virginia’s puritans reveals several significant 

aspects of puritans in Virginia and the Atlantic. First, Berkeley’s campaign against the puritans 

and their resistance reveals that Virginia had a significant and devoted, if still small, puritan 

community. Two of the primary signatories of the request were Richard Bennett and Daniel 

172 Richard Bennett, Daniel Gookin, John Hill, others. May 24, 1642 in “Two 1642 Letters from Virginia Puritans,” 
109. 
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Gookin. Bennett had lived in Virginia since at least 1628 and was the nephew of Edward 

Bennett, a leader of the first groups of puritan settlers in Virginia. Daniel Gookin had also 

followed his father to Virginia most likely in the few years after Richard Bennett’s arrival.173 

Second, it highlights the role colonial governing structures played in inhibiting the growth and 

sustainment of puritan communities. Virginia’s puritans had shifting allies and opponents in the 

governments of Virginia, Maryland, Massachusetts Bay, and England and were never able to 

fully navigate the complicated English political landscape of the mid-seventeenth century. 

Finally, these controversies demonstrate the tangible limits of what sense of community puritans 

throughout the Atlantic felt towards one another. New England puritans’ intervention in Virginia 

was an anomaly and they would only assist under ideal conditions and their level of support 

would be conditional based upon the level of devotion they believed present in the group 

requesting their help. Any allies Virginia’s puritans had in England were either too slow to act or 

did not possess the means to overcome or sidestep the opponents of the Chesapeake’s puritans. 

The contents and authors of the letters themselves reveal that the puritan community in 

Virginia had certainly evolved from its Separatist origins. This is especially apparent in the 

second of the two letters. Unlike the first letter which was an open and public petition addressed 

generally to the “Pastors and Elders,” the second letter was a personal entreaty from a lay 

preacher, William Durand, to John Davenport. In the letter Durand described the community as 

both immensely fearful of providential punishment against Virginia and that they had been 

inspired by the example of the New England Congregationalists. Durand’s rhetoric would be 

familiar to any puritan who warned about the consequences of failing to reform the church: “for 

if ever the lord had cause to consume the cittyes of Sodom and Gomorrah he might as justly and 

Boddie, Seventeenth Century Isle of Wight County, Virginia, 52. 
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more severely execute his wrath upon Virginia.” Durand described Virginia as especially 

hopeless; it was not merely suffering under a wrong-headed Anglican establishment, but that life 

in Virginia was so difficult that it had caused erstwhile puritans to backslide: “I have 

perceyved…that many in this place having in England lived under the meanes, and bin wrought 

upon are here scattered in the cloudy and darke day of temptation, beeing fallen from their first 

love.” Durand also sought to convince Davenport that sending ministers to Virginia would be 

worthwhile by highlighting that those Virginians who had come from puritan backgrounds would 

be receptive to their messages and that others had legitimately committed themselves. Durand 

explained that many felt that God’s having refrained from destroying Virginia had convinced its 

small population of puritans that they were in a position to bring about the establishment of 

proper churches in Virginia: “This is the hope of some who have in some though smal[l] measure 

knowen the way of life. And for those in whom we can discerne no worke of grace to the view of 

man in their practise as yet, it is certaine that with great willingnesse and readinesse they have 

subscribed to this corse.”174 Durand appealed to Davenport, explaining that he had attended 

sermons by Davenport in London which had inspired Durand to become a lay preacher in 

Virginia. Durand’s letter also gives no indication of any previous relationship with Davenport or 

any other New England minister, which supports the notion that New England puritans were 

largely unaware of any emerging interest in Congregationalism in Virginia. 

Durand was almost certainly a major catalyst in convincing Virginia’s puritans to turn 

towards New England’s Congregationalists, but he was not likely the first introduction to 

Virginia of the religious system being developed in New England. In addition to usual 

communications and shipping that connected New England to Virginia, several ministers who 

174 William Durand to John Davenport, July 15, 1642 in “Two 1642 Letters from Virginia Puritans,” 107-109. 
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had served throughout New England had then held positions in Virginia, though often after 

running into trouble in New England. Durand recognized New England’s potential concerns that 

ministering to the Virginians had no chance of success: “One thing may be objected…how the 

gospell beeing dispensed in doctrine and discipline according to the true order thereof instituted 

by christ in his word can bee received here in Virginia where is used so much corruption and 

false worship.”175 However, Durand further emphasized that they were not simply desperate for 

ministers, but specifically wanted the instruction of New England ministers: 

If we had sent into England, which hath also propounded, we might it may bee have had 
there enough such as we have already; and therefore our intentions maybe considered as 
having a further ayme then to seeke after any pastors, then such as onely the lord 
himselfe prepareth and sendeth to the people.176 

The letter signed by Richard Bennett and Daniel Gookin also sought to portray the Virginia 

puritan community as serious about adopting New England’s Congregationalism. The letter is 

full of assurances that they both had the means of supporting a minister and that they would be 

dedicated to the teachings of whichever ministers were sent to them. 

Interestingly, the letters also appear to purposefully demonstrate that the Virginians were 

already aware of at least the basics of Congregational church governance. In one section the 

Virginians insert a provision that specified that they would accept whichever ministers were 

selected to go to Virginia provided that they were approved by Philip Bennett, who had been sent 

to present the letter to the New England elders: 

To Whom [Philip Bennett] as we give order in our name to chuse such as by you shall be 
Commended to him, soe doe faithfully promise to receive such Pastors as shall be so 
Commended and chosen for us. Provided that being tryed they be found faithfull in 
pureness of doctrine, and integrity of Life. For although we are well perswaded of your 
Sincere affection to Christs truth, and of your holy walking in the order of the Gospell, 
for which we doe reverendly and highly esteeme of you, yet wee cannot rest on mans 

175 William Durand to John Davenport, July 15, 1642 in “Two 1642 Letters from Virginia Puritans,” 109. 
176 William Durand to John Davenport, July 15, 1642 in “Two 1642 Letters from Virginia Puritans,” 109. 
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Person or doctrine further then shall be approved by the word of God, and further then his 
preaching and Government shall be according to the institution of Christ… 

Similar to Durand’s explanation about why they could not just invite another minister 

over from England, this passage demonstrated that the Virginians were receptive and eager to be 

molded by whatever ministers were sent. First, they were appealing to the Congregationalists 

primarily in Massachusetts Bay as opposed to the Plymouth Colony with whom Virginia’s 

puritans had a closer shared history with as Separatists. Second, they indicated their rejection of 

episcopal church government by asserting that they would not accept any person or doctrine 

unless it was “approved by the word of God.” Third, they asserted that the congregations 

themselves would ultimately be in control of their own ministers. This third point is more likely 

the result of Virginia’s haphazard religious development. Neither the Church of England nor the 

Virginia government had been active in ensuring the colony was properly stocked with ministers, 

leaving parishes on their own in maintaining their churches. That different localities in Virginia 

were able to manage their own religious affairs had been attractive to the colony’s first puritans 

and allowed them to remain more or less intact in some communal form. Therefore, puritan or 

not, Virginian congregations had long been accustomed to administering their own religious 

needs, therefore adopting the concept of individual congregational independence would have 

been relatively easy. While there is no evidence as to whether or not any Virginia parishes had 

previously sought to emulate any Congregationalist practices by this point, the Virginians had 

both indicated their readiness and ability to adopt Congregationalism as well as that sending 

ministers would be worth the effort at all.177 

177 William Durand to John Davenport, July 15, 1642 in “Two 1642 Letters from Virginia Puritans,” 105; James B. 
Bell, Empire, Religion, and Revolution in Early Virginia, 1607-1786, 41-43; Kevin Butterfield, “Puritans and Religious 
Strife in the Early Chesapeake,” The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 109, no. 1 (2001): 12-13 and fn 10; 
Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith, 48. 
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The need to convince the New England puritans that the Virginians were actually devoted 

to the cause of religion also reveals much of why cooperation between different groups of 

puritans in the Atlantic was often difficult. New England puritans had long viewed Virginia’s 

religious life with scorn. This was evident in the reassurances emphasized by Durand and the 

other signatories. However, Tompson, Knowles, and James were not the first ministers to serve 

in Virginia after serving in New England. However, the many of these ministers had gained poor 

reputations in New England and had been dismissed from service their first. Nathaniel Eaton 

may have been the most egregious example, having served as the disastrous first head of Harvard 

College before relocating to Accomack County, Virginia. However, some of the earliest 

ministers to have served in New England found their way to Virginia. John Lyford had arrived in 

Plymouth in 1623 but was almost immediately expelled by a colonial assembly. After moving 

around a few Massachusetts towns, he became the minister for Martin’s Hundred from 1629 

until his death. That Virginia was often a destination for ministers deemed unfit for service in 

New England helped to sully the reputation of the colony in many New Englanders’ minds. John 

Winthrop’s opinion of Virginia was certainly influenced or reinforced by Nathaniel Eaton’s time 

there given his comment that while in Virginia Eaton had “given up of God to extreme pride and 

sensuality, being usually drunken, as the custom is there.”178 

The New England puritans did decide to send ministers to assist the Virginia puritans, 

but the manner of their response shows they were not prepared to act in any kind of leadership 

role among colonial puritans. The primary factor in choosing which ministers to go to Virginia 

appeared to come down to which congregations had a minister to spare and which congregations 

agreed to release theirs. The congregational model of church governance in most of New 

178 Winthrop, February 2, 1641, The Journal of John Winthrop, 1630-1649, 343; Butterfield, “Puritans and Religious 
Strife in the Early Chesapeake,” 15-16. 
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England did not lend itself to having spare ministers who could be sent away. Since each 

congregation was responsible for the financial support of their ministers they were unlikely to 

employ more than necessary. Also, each congregation was independent in selecting or releasing 

their own ministers they would have to be convinced to deprive themselves of a minister’s 

services who they felt was needed and worth the cost in the first place. When the Massachusetts 

General Court approved the idea of sending ministers they did so with the caveat that the 

individual congregations would need to consent to their departure.179 

The New England puritans often demonstrated a deep reluctance towards directly aiding 

outside puritan groups. While they apparently sent the ministers within just a few months of 

receiving the letters, there was some debate about whether or not to do so. There does not exist 

any previous record of this kind of request. In fact, a testament to the novelty of this request and 

their fulfillment of it lies in its being recounted in several histories written by contemporaries. 

John Winthrop, Edward Johnson, Edward Hubbard, and others all recount the episode as 

emblematic of the devotion of the Massachusetts Bay puritans towards the “enlargement of the 

kingdom of Christ.” These letters from Virginia were sent to Boston and read in the First Church 

in Boston but the response involved much of New England. Peter Bulkeley of Concord, New 

Hampshire, wrote to John Cotton in September 1642 asking if the “business concerning Virginia 

be finished” and what had been decided. Additionally, of the three ministers who left, two had 

been serving parishes in Massachusetts and a third in New Haven. That the debate and response 

either concerned or involved people across multiple New England colonies demonstrates that 

sending ministers away was considered a major step to take. While they ultimately decided to 

send the ministers, it was not a foregone conclusion. Many of the sources contain references to a 

179 Winthrop, October 1642, The Journal of John Winthrop, 1630-1649, 405-406; Massachusetts General Court, 
September 8, 1642 in Records of Governor and Company of Massachusetts Bay, vol. II: 27. 



 
 

              

               

                   

               

                 

                

                

              

                

                

             

  

                

             

             

              

            

              

      

                                                           
                

                  
                

    
        

128 

debate. Winthrop referenced that advancing the kingdom of Christ was “the main argument, 

which prevailed with the churches.” Bulkeley’s inquiry to Cotton shows he knew of the request 

but that a decision had not been made indicating a period of debate. The elders did not have an 

easy time getting ministers to agree. Three ministers were originally selected, but two of them 

declined to go (though two others would go in their stead). William Tompson, the only of three 

originally selected to go to Virginia, also would not appear to be an enthusiastic candidate for 

such a task. In 1638, from Agamenticus, Maine, Tompson wrote that the despite not having a 

properly organized church the people there were devoted and he believed God was working 

amongst them, but he decided not to stay out of frustration with the difficulties in ministering 

there. What changed his mind to go to Virginia is impossible to know, though the apparent 

enthusiasm among some of the New England puritans may have overcome his previous 

experience.180 

However, the primary reason for any hesitation was a reluctance to help those of whose 

religious practices they disapproved. In 1643, the New England puritans received a similar 

request for ministers from the governor of Barbados. However, the church elders essentially 

ignored the requests because of concerns about the influence of “familists” in Barbados. Kevin 

Butterfield noted this “intriguing ambiguity” in the apparent enthusiasm of the Massachusetts 

elders in sending ministers to Virginia while also apparently requiring the Virginia puritans to 

pass a litmus test of sincerity.181 

180 Winthrop, October 1642, The Journal of John Winthrop, 405-406; Johnson, History of New England, 176; 
Hubbard, A General History of New England, 410; Peter Bulkeley to John Cotton, September 26, 1642 in The 
Correspondence of John Cotton, 365-366; William Tompson to John Winthrop, May 25, 1638 in The Winthrop 
Papers, vol. IV, 31-34. 
181 Butterfield, “Puritans in the Early Chesapeake,” 15. 
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Consistent with their relationships with puritans in Bermuda and among the puritan 

nobles, the New England puritans in particular were hesitant to endorse other puritan ventures. 

They feared other groups might corrupt their own colonies. They rejected the puritan nobles’ 

assumption that their aristocratic ranks would transfer to New England when they considered 

settling in Saybrook, insisting the nobles would have to attain church membership as any other 

magistrate would. The New England puritans accused the puritan nobles of undermining New 

England’s providential sanction by God in their attempts to siphon colonists to Providence 

Island. Later, when a group of puritans exiled from Bermuda to the Bahamas requested 

assistance, they donated a large sum of money but advised Virginia puritans who had been 

invited to settle in the Bahamas against doing so over concerns about the new colony’s religious 

toleration. In fact, Daniel Gookin, one of the Virginia signatories of the appeal for ministers later 

became an advocate for some New England puritans to move to Jamaica in the 1650s, an idea 

that was opposed by then Massachusetts governor John Endecott.182 

New England Congregationalist ideas about what constituted a true church as well as 

their entire purpose in New England helps further explain their reluctance to take on a 

missionary role. There was a paradoxical element to the New England puritans’ ideas about their 

obligations to the other “unreformed” parts of the English Atlantic: their ultimate goal was to 

reform the world outside of New England, but their ideas made them ambivalent towards direct 

involvement in the reform of other communities. The original justification for leaving England 

was to work out model church and societal practices with little interferences from competing 

influences and Virginia contained nothing but potential interferences. Additionally, their 

concepts concerning how the covenant of grace worked made them skeptical of the role ministers 

182 John Endecott to Oliver Cromwell, 23 October 1656, Rawlinson MSS A43, Weston Library, Bodleian Libraries, 
University of Oxford. 
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(or any other human) could have in converting others. While all people were required to attend 

sermons and avoid sinful behavior, only members of the “Elect” (those who could demonstrate 

they were among those pre-destined by God for salvation) could form a church and decide 

church matters, including the selection of ministers and administering church discipline. 

Congregationalists also believed a minister’s primary role was to educate and prepare people to 

realize if they were among the saved, but to be truly godly (or to receive salvation) required the 

active work of God’s grace or spirit. It would do no good to send ministers to Virginia if there 

was no evidence that God’s spirit was not already present in the people there. This explains why 

both letters, but especially Durand’s letter to Davenport, went to great lengths to demonstrate 

they had some grasp of Congregationalist ideas: it would convince New Englanders not only that 

the Virginians were serious, but that the ministers to be sent would indeed be preparing potential 

members of the elect to form proper churches and it explains why they readily dismissed the 

requests from Barbados.183 

The Tenure and Banishment of the New England Ministers in Virginia 

Ministers William Tompson, James Knowles, and Edward James departed for Virginia in 

the fall of 1642 with letters of introduction from Governor Winthrop, but their efforts were 

curtailed by the fact that devoted royalist and conformist William Berkeley held the strings of 

power in Virginia; he later ordered their departure in 1643. The arrival of the ministers appeared 

to simultaneously provide a boost to the devotion of Virginia’s puritans while also setting in 

motion the events that would lead to the departure of most of Virginia’s puritans by the end of 

183 For perhaps the best broad summary of Congregationalist ideas see chapter 3 of Edmund S. Morgan, Visible 
Saints: The History of a Puritan Idea (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1963). 
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the decade. William Berkeley spared little time in forcing the new ministers out of Virginia. 

Their quick expulsion highlights two of the central difficulties faced by puritans throughout the 

Atlantic. Virginia’s puritans were unable to fully resist the power of Berkeley and the 

Massachusetts Bay government had little influence over other colonies, especially ones that were 

not overtly puritan in nature. 

A precise timeline of the New England ministers’ tenure in Virginia is difficult to 

ascertain, but it is reasonable to assume that all three ministers had left Virginia by the end of 

1643. Prior to leaving, it appears that the ministers were able to spend a small but significant 

amount of time with their congregations. While the official record only contains the law 

compelling their departure, different accounts of their time in Virginia indicate they were not 

immediately turned back. Winthrop’s account suggests they may have engaged in open 

preaching before being forced to stop where they proceeded to preach privately before they were 

forced to depart: “though the state did silence the ministers, because they would not conform to 

the order of England, yet the people resorted to them in private houses to hear them as before.” 

Similarly, Edward Johnson remarked they were able to “preach openly unto the people for some 

good space of time” in addition to daily meetings in different people’s houses in order to 

maximize their influence. The ministers had letters of introduction from Winthrop, indicating 

that they likely presented themselves in some form to the Virginia colonial government which 

means they had every intention of preaching openly which meant Berkeley would quickly be 

aware of their presence. 184 The ministers arrived in December of 1642 and the following March 

had passed laws that specifically targeted nonconformist ministers: 

For the preservation of the puritie of doctrine & unitie of the church, It is enacted that all 
ministers whatsoever which shall reside in the collony are to be conformable to the orders 

184 Winthrop, June 20, 1643, The Journal of John Winthrop, 1630-1649, 427; Edward Johnson, History of New 
England, 49-50. 
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and constitutions of the church of England, and the laws therein established, and not 
otherwise to be admitted to teach or preach publickly or privately, And that the Gov. and 
Counsel do take care that all nonconformists upon notice of them shall be compelled to 
depart the collony with all conveniencie.185 

Despite the quick condemnation of their presence, the ministers apparently remained in Virginia 

for several months at least following the passage of the laws to remove them. Winthrop wrote in 

June 1643 that while John Knowles had already returned to Massachusetts, William Tompson 

decided to stay longer after having been inspired by the spirit of the people there.186 

Berkeley’s action against the ministers was a dramatic turn in Virginia policy towards 

nonconformity. Both the Virginia Company and royal governors prior to Berkeley did not make 

conformity a high priority, though the colony had always officially been Anglican. Prior to 1642 

a policy of soft conformity reigned, as instructions from England and its own laws often held that 

conforming to the practices of the Church of England “neere as may be.”187 The often tenuous 

position of the colony likely meant the government was fine with allowing divergences in 

practice so long as internal strife was kept to a minimum and the colony’s puritans did not appear 

eager to cause any controversy. However, the 1642 arrival of ardent royalist Berkeley as 

governor and of three New England ministers sent to help establish decidedly nonconforming 

congregations escalated the positions of both parties. Berkeley’s background as a servant of the 

Crown and outsider to Virginia can explain his departure from decades of policy towards 

enforcing conformity, the manner of the three ministers’ going to Virginia in itself represented a 

new challenge to Virginia. Previous ministers from New England do not appear to have 

attempted to reform their congregations into New England style churches. Nathaniel Eaton’s 

185 Acts of the Assembly, Act LXIV, 18 March 1642/43 in Statutes at Large, 277. 
186 Winthrop, June 20, 1643, The Journal of John Winthrop, 1630-1649, 426-427. 
187 Statutes at Large, the phrase appears regularly in some form in instructions and laws from the original Virginia 
Company charter in 1606 through the 1630s. 
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tenure in Virginia lasted from about 1640 to 1645; Eaton returned to England because of debt, 

but he was not expelled under the new law. However, the three ministers who arrived in 1642 

came with goal of openly establishing churches that would violate Berkeley’s instructions to 

absolutely conform to the Church of England. Additionally, their mission to Virginia was an 

open infringement on the laws and royal authority in Virginia. The three ministers’ journey was 

orchestrated by New England religious and political leaders and they carried letters of 

endorsement signed by John Winthrop. Ultimately, the ministers were all expelled from the 

colony and returned to New England. While New England puritan elders would remain 

interested in the religious developments there, they would not take an active role there again, but 

through correspondence did continue to ask for updates and offer advice. 

In addition to passing the strictest conformity laws yet instituted in Virginia, the 1642-

1643 session of the Assembly also included a law that any person who held any kind of public 

office had to take an oath of allegiance and supremacy; anybody who refused would be removed 

from office and pay a fine of one-thousand pounds of tobacco. This and the banishment pushed 

internal tensions to a crisis level not yet seen in Virginia. There is no record of Berkeley’s 

personal thoughts about why he chose such an extreme course in stamping out nonconformity. It 

was either a manifestation of his own ardent royalist views or he was loyally carrying out the 

wishes of King Charles I as stated in his instruction. However, there is no doubt that Berkeley 

misread the prevailing dynamic of Virginia’s political and religious landscape. While such an 

oath for officials may appear routine, against the backdrop of the English Civil War and the 

outlawing of nonconformist practices, Berkeley’s unprecedented actions nearly brought the 

colony into the verge of civil war. One Virginian observed that tensions were so high that the 

devastating April 1644 Indian attack had actually saved the colony: “the most religious and 



 
 

                

                  

                  

                   

              

                

             

 

                

              

               

                  

              

               

               

                 

               

               

             

                                                           
                 

                 
                  

                    
               

      

134 

honest inhabitants, were mark’t out to be plundered and imprisoned for the refusall of an Oath 

that was imposed upon the people” and “if the Indians had but forborne for a month longer, they 

had found us in such a combustion among our selves that they might with ease have cut of[f] 

every man if once we had spent that little powder and shot that we had among our selves.”188 In 

the short term, Berkeley’s dramatic measures backfired by nearly forcing Virginia into civil strife 

and likely served to further energize many of Virginia’s puritans, in the long term the escalation 

brought Virginia’s puritans into a struggle over Virginia in which they faced severe 

disadvantages.189 

The 1644 Indian attack that plunged the colony into war for the next two years was 

interpreted by many puritans in Virginia and New England as God’s judgement for Berkeley’s 

religious policies. As a result of both events, 1643-1644 saw the beginning of a nearly decade-

long migration out of Virginia for many of its puritans. However, in a telling sign of the embrace 

of Congregationalism in Virginia, many Virginia puritans left for New England. Among the most 

prominent to relocate was Daniel Gookin. Both he and his wife later credited William Tompson 

with giving them a newfound zeal for religion and also stated that upon Tompson’s departure 

that “the word did not depart, and no public ministry being there, and though I had many 

witnesses in respect of outward accommodations, yet I came hither to this.” With Gookin went 

William Durand, who led the charge to bring Congregationalism to Virginia in the first place. 

Durand would shortly thereafter return to Virginia before himself being expelled in 1648. 

188 Letter reprinted in “News from Virginny, 1644,” ed. Joseph Frank, The Virginia Magazine of History and 
Biography 65, no. 1 (1957): 84-87; Winthrop, March 1644, Journal of John Winthrop, 502-503. John Winthrop also 
noted that Virginia in 1644 had divided into royalist and parliamentarian camps as a result of oath requirement. 
189 Acts of the Assembly, Act LI, March 2, 1643, in The Statutes at Large, 268-269; Bond, Damned Souls, 150-153; 
Billings, Sir William Berkeley and the Forging of Colonial Virginia, 104-105; Butterfield, “Puritans and Religious 
Strife in the Early Chesapeake,” 21-22. 
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However, he likely believed this move was permanent as he appears in a list of new members to 

the First Church of Boston in September of 1644, alongside Gookin.190 

John Winthrop stated that the influx of “divers godly disposed persons” from Virginia 

was the direct result both of Berkeley’s crackdown and the Indian attacks. Winthrop wrote that 

he had been informed that the massacre happened after the Virginia government had exiled the 

New England ministers and while Berkeley had proclaimed a day of fasting for the “success of 

the king.” Despite also receiving news that a captured Indian had said the attack was timed 

because they hoped the English Civil War would likely restrict any support from England for 

Virginia, Winthrop concluded “that this evil was sent upon them from God for their reviling the 

gospel and those faithful ministers he had sent among them.” One account by Virginia puritans 

who experienced the attacks and was later printed in an English newspaper referred to the 

massacre as a judgement for the “great mischiefe that was growing amongst us by Sir William 

Barclay’s courses.” Several of the later “histories” glorifying the early decades of New England 

puritans made this same claim. Edward Johnson wrote that Virginia brought the attacks on itself 

because rather than accepting “the glad tidings of peace published by the mouth of his 

Ministers,” they rather chose “the fellowship of their drunken brethren." Making the connection 

even starker, Cotton Mather in Magnalia Christi Americana wrote that the Indian attacks were 

“the justice of God upon them, for the ill-treats which had been given to the ministers of his 

gospel, and the gospel brought by those ministers.”191 

190 List of admitted members for September 7th, 1644 in The Records of the First Church in Boston, 1630-1868, 
edited by Richard D. Pierce. (Boston: Publications for the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, Volume XXXIX, 1961): 
43; Daniel and Mary Gookin in “Thomas Shepard’s Record of Relations of Religious Experience, 1648-1649,” ed. 
Mary Rhinelander McCarl, The William and Mary Quarterly, vol. 48, no. 3 (July, 1991): 452-455, 458-459. 
191 Winthrop, May 1644, Journal of John Winthrop, 508; “News from Virginny, 1644,” 265-266; Cotton Mather, 
Magnalia Christi Americana, Book III (London, 1702): 216 (Mather’s account was probably derived William 
Hubbard’s History of New England (1680), which details the same events in nearly identical language). 
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Continued Tensions and Virginia’s Puritans Consider Departing 

Those few years immediately following New England’s intervention in Virginia’s 

religious affairs were some of the most volatile periods in colonial Virginia’s history. Religious 

upheaval that may have verged on open warfare, the most intense Indian war since the 1620s, 

along with the backdrop of the English Civil War should make this period in Virginia’s history 

one of the more interesting eras but the fundamental lack of sources limits the study of this time. 

Following William Berkeley’s return to Virginia after a brief return to England to discuss 

colonial affairs in 1644, there was a lull in the conflict. The later years of the 1640s would see 

further crackdown on Virginia’s puritan population as the remaining puritan preachers would be 

expelled from the colony and many, if not most, of Virginia’s puritans would leave the colony 

for Maryland. The dramatic events would continue through the 1650s as eventually many of 

these puritans would then participate in overthrowing the governments of Maryland and Virginia 

and putting both colonies under Parliamentary rule. By 1652, many of the barriers faced by the 

Chesapeake’s puritans were removed. Not only were both Maryland and Virginia placed under 

Parliamentary rule, Berkeley was replaced as governor by Richard Bennett, the most prominent 

and active of Virginia’s puritans. 

However, by the end of the 1650s the Chesapeake’s puritan population had lost many of 

the advantages it had in maintaining cohesive communities. Already a minority, the 

Chesapeake’s puritans would be even more dispersed, would continue to lack a reliable religious 

infrastructure, and be devoid of a proper spiritual leadership. By 1660, Berkeley and the 

Baltimore proprietorship would be restored to governance. The Chesapeake’s puritans lost most 

of their leaders and especially lost any actual spiritual leadership. Richard Bennett remained, but 
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Daniel Gookin, Richard Harrison, and William Durand had all left the colony permanently by 

1648. Additionally, the exodus of many of the puritans to both New England and Maryland 

meant that puritans were less concentrated than they had been and thus would not be able to 

support churches and ministers. Finally, any allies the Chesapeake puritans may have had 

elsewhere in the Atlantic were either unable or unwilling to assist or did not assist until 

Virginia’s puritan community was weakened to a degree they could not persist as a significant 

force in the long-term. Additionally, any puritan allies in New England or England either put 

their focus elsewhere or were simply uninterested in further attempting to foster the puritans 

there. 

The 1644-1646 Indian war created a pause, but not a cessation, of the religious 

controversies in Virginia. Despite the ejection of the New England ministers and the departure of 

several prominent leaders, Virginia’s puritans continued to persist in resisting conformity. The 

second round of disputes between Virginia’s fledgling puritan community and Berkeley’s 

royalist government saw some adjustment in dynamics than the earlier disputes. The first round 

of conflict was effectively spurred on by the sudden arrival of outsiders, the first in the form of 

devotee of the Crown in William Berkeley and the second being the New England puritans. For 

the latter half of the 1640s the conflict moved at a slower pace. Outside forces still played a role 

though New England stepped back, the puritan nobles in Parliament began to show more interest, 

but they would not decisively act until the 1650s and colonial affairs were not a primary concern 

for them. 

Berkeley remained determined not to tolerate nonconformity in Virginia. Where in 1642 

Virginia’s puritans sought the spiritual leadership of the New England puritans, beginning 

around 1645 Thomas Harrison and William Durand attempted to continue the work begun by 
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William Tompson. It is almost certain that Harrison was inspired by Tompson and the other New 

England ministers to actively promote puritanism in Virginia. Harrison had been the minister for 

the Elizabeth River parish since 1640 but does not appear in any records during the controversies 

of the early 1640s. He had been an active minister in a parish that neighboring those that in 1642 

which requested ministers from New England. He was not mentioned in either of those letters, 

was not a signatory (though some members of his parish were), and he was not banished from 

the colony for nonconformity in 1643 as were the other three puritan ministers. There is no 

record of his religious views, but it is likely he had some Calvinist inclinations prior to the arrival 

of Tompson, Knowles, and James who likely inspired Harrison to take up the cause as did so 

many other Virginians.192 Regardless of the route Harrison took to become the de facto spiritual 

leader of Virginia’s puritans, he no doubt became so. He repeatedly clashed with the Virginia 

government beginning in 1645, became a regular correspondent with John Winthrop concerning 

the status of Virginia’s puritans, and was eventually banished from the colony in 1648. 

Alongside Harrison was William Durand. Despite having relocated to Boston around 1644, he 

returned to Virginia at some point during the following couple of years and worked as a lay 

preacher in Harrison’s congregation. Harrison and Durand attempted to build up a 

Congregationalist Church in Virginia until their own ejection in 1648.193 

192 Both Jon Butler and Kevin Butterfield speculate on Thomas Harrison’s sudden turnaround. Butler explains there 
is a slight possibility that Harrison was the minister whom the petitioners were complaining of in the 1642 appeals. 
Butterfield mentions that several of the vestrymen who originally agreed to Harrison’s appointment in 1640 later 
traveled to Maryland with other puritans, and one did indeed sign 1642 petition, leaving doubt as to whether 
Harrison changed or his congregation did. See Butler, “Two Letter from Virginia Puritans…,” fn 1, 106 and 
Butterfield, “Puritans and Religious Strife…,” fn. 30, 22-23. Additionally, Edmund Calamy’s 1713 The 
Nonconformist’s Memorial, vol. III, pgs. 174-175 stated that Harrison become openly puritan after seeing the 1644 
attacks as divine retribution for banishing the three ministers which Calamy also claims Harrison had secretly 
advocated for while openly supporting the ministers. I doubt Calamy’s claim given no other corroboration appears 
in the primary sources and Calamy also claimed that that Harrison had been Berkeley’s personal chaplain, which as 
I explain in another footnote is doubtful considering he had been minister in Lower Norfolk County for two years 
prior to Berkeley’s arrival. 
193 Billings, Sir William Berkeley and the Forging of Colonial Virginia, 104; 
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The second phase of tension between Virginia’s puritans and Berkeley’s royalist 

government was likely kicked off by the April 1645 charges against Thomas Harrison for 

nonconformity. In Lower Norfolk County Court Harrison was accused of refusing use the Book 

of Common Prayer during sermons, while performing baptism, or while conducting catechism. 

However, rather than simply being expelled, Harrison was summoned to answer the charges 

before Berkeley and his council which did not appear to result in any punishments. There is no 

record of Harrison’s testimony or the governor and council’s reasoning, but it is likely he agreed 

to some level of conformity in exchange for returning to his position. Why Harrison was granted 

such leniency following the very strict action taken by Berkeley years earlier is something of a 

mystery, since no records surviving explaining the decision. A combination of the explanations 

suggested by historians William M. Billings and Edward L. Bond probably reveals the most 

likely answer. Billings suggests that Berkeley pulled back on aggressive measures, hoping to 

avoid the chaos of the previous years while also navigating the perilous position of the colony 

during the Civil War. Bond suggests that merely promising to conform had been standard 

practice for first-time charges of nonconformity in England. Additionally, unlike the three New 

England ministers, Harrison may have been given more leniency since he would not be seen by 

Berkeley as an outside challenge to his authority or the colony’s stability.194 

194 County Court Session, Lower Norfolk County, April 1645 in Lower Norfolk County, Virginia Court Records: Book 
“A,” 1637-1646 ed. Alice Granbery Walter (Baltimore: Clearfield, 1994): 166-167; Billings, Sir William Berkeley and 
the Forging of Colonial Virginia, 104-105; Edward L. Bond, Damned Souls in a Tobacco Colony, 153-154. Many 
historians have repeated the idea that Harrison was given leniency likely because he had been close to Berkeley, 
sometimes writing that he had been Berkeley’s personal chaplain. This appears to have gained traction because it 
appears in many late 19th and early 20th century histories and until recent decades historians continued to cite 
each other’s claim for it. Those older histories are inconsistent with citing sources, but no primary source appears 
for these claims. In his biography of William Berkeley, Warren M. Billings explains as well that there does not 
appear to be credible source to back up that claim. 
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However, Berkeley continued his campaign to rid Virginia of puritans. In November of 

1647, the Assembly passed a new set of laws that attempted undercut the ability of puritan 

ministers to continue operating in Virginia directly citing persistent nonconformity: 

All ministers in their severall cures throughout the collony doe duely upon every Sabboth 
day read such prayers as are appointed and prescribed unto them by the said booke of 
common prayer, And be it further enacted as a penaltie to such as have neglected or shall 
neglect their duty herein, That no parishioner shall be compelled either by distresse or 
otherwise to pay any manner of tythes to any unconformist as aforesaid.195 

There is no evidence that the colony was on the verge of violence as was the case during 1643-

1644, but the text of this law reveals that enough puritans continued to openly practice that 

Berkeley would not lay the issue aside. In fact, the law appears to be a way to avoid provoking 

anger at the government itself. By declaring that parishioners could withhold tithes from 

ministers who did not conform, Berkeley attempted to transfer the issue away from him to the 

individual parishes. While Harrison and Durand appear to be the only cases of banished 

ministers or preachers (Harrison was an ordained minister actually assigned to a particular 

parish, whereas Durand often acted as a lay preacher and was an elder in his parish), the act 

states that complaints against “severall ministers” had been made. The timing of the law may 

have been in response to the activities of Harrison and Durand specifically, but the law itself was 

designed to undercut the stability of any puritan group from coalescing into too significant a 

force. Essentially, Berkeley would not have to worry about being seen expelling a popular 

minister, but even a minority within a parish refusing their tithes could make it difficult for a 

parish to support a puritan minister. Either puritans would leave or have to reconcile themselves 

to whatever minister was willing to put up with a poorer standard of living. Additionally, the law 

forbidding public or private preaching by nonconformists and giving the government the 

195 “Att a Grand Assembly,” November 3, 1647 in The Statutes at Large, 341-342. 
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authority to banish nonconformists remained in the statutes. The new course by Berkeley to 

squeeze out the puritans rather than outright coerce them had its desired effect: Harrison and 

Durand would leave and hundreds of Virginia puritans would resettle in Maryland.196 

Before departing Virginia, Harrison and Durand acted to continue the work of bringing 

New England-style Congregationalism to Virginia that Durand had begun in prior to the 1642 

appeal for ministers. While Harrison was likely a newcomer among Virginia’s assertive puritans, 

he became the point of focus both in Virginia and to puritans elsewhere in the Atlantic. After 

1645, Harrison began a fairly extensive correspondence between Massachusetts Bay puritans and 

the Earl of Warwick. He was also known to Bermuda’s puritan community as during their 

attempt to resettle in more conducive location, they would invite him and his followers to join 

them. In a testament to their fondness for New England style Congregationalism, Virginia’s 

puritans under Harrison and Durand continued to look to New England for guidance and advice. 

Harrison corresponded with John Winthrop regularly and news about the Virginia puritans was 

regularly relayed to Winthrop. While remaining interested and offering advice, they did not take 

any more active a role in the colony’s affairs. The only person living in New England who 

appears to have gone to Virginia to aid the puritans there was William Durand, who actively 

worked alongside Harrison. There is no direct evidence of his motivations, but Harrison’s 

enhanced leadership role is the likeliest reason. Durand was one of the leaders in bringing New 

England ministers to Virginia in 1642. Durand was admitted as a full church member in the First 

Church of Boston in 1644, which means he likely had intended to remain in Boston for the long-

term having undergone the rigorous process of confession and review before the church elders. 

196 See Billings for further elaboration on Berkeley’s strategies during this period in Sir William Berkeley and the 
Forging of Colonial Virginia, pg. 104-105. 
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Durand was admitted at the same time as Daniel Gookin, though Gookin himself remained in 

Massachusetts.197 

While only two letters survive from the correspondence between Thomas Harrison and 

John Winthrop, but the letters themselves suggest there was sustained communication. The 

letters were deferential towards Winthrop, but appear to be routine. Additionally, Winthrop 

regularly received news from other correspondents about the state of Harrison’s puritans. 

The earliest letter is from January of 1648, but Harrison stated that previous letters had been 

sent: “Your Christian condescension in writing to me encouraging me to this boldnesse.” 

According to this letter, both were already in correspondence and Harrison praised Winthrop for 

inspiring him to carry on. Further, Harrison believed that others in New England were actively 

interested in the Virginia puritans’ plight: “sir be pleased to improve all your interest, and if you 

please your authoritie over the Saints, for the continuance of their fervent prayers for us.” 

Interest in the Virginia puritans went beyond Winthrop’s own interest as well. When writing 

letters to each other, colonists frequently included the news of their own localities but also 

included any news they had come across concerning England and Europe. Unsurprisingly, during 

the late 1640s much of this news consisted of just about any updates heard concerning the 

English Civil War. In a testament to the interest with which New England puritans had in the 

activities of puritans in Virginia, news about Harrison and his followers appears passed second 

hand between other New England puritans. In two fall 1648 letters to John Winthrop Jr., both 

Humphrey Atherton and Adam Winthrop both relayed the news that Thomas Harrison had been 

“banished” from Virginia and had gone to Boston.198 

197 List of admitted members for September 7th, 1644 in The Records of the First Church in Boston, 1630-1868, 43 
198 All three letters are in The Winthrop Papers, Volume V: 1645-1649 (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 
1929): Thomas Harrison to John Winthrop, January 14, 1648, 197-199; Humphrey Atherton to John Winthrop Jr, 
December 30, 1648, 273-274; Adam Winthrop to John Winthrop Jr, September 1, 1648, 277-278. 
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However, this interest in Virginia’s puritan community did not extend to any direct 

action. New England puritans expressed tremendous interest in the activities of puritans 

elsewhere. But extending official help was often a subject of intense debate and New England 

puritans as a whole were reluctant. New England puritans often wrestled themselves into inaction 

because the contradiction within their own mission: their entire purpose was to serve the ultimate 

reforming of England but they also viewed England as possibly doomed to experience some 

Biblical calamity. In 1641, Parliament requested ministers from New England to help aid in 

deciding religious reforms. While many in New England saw this as a chance to achieve their 

objective of England’s reform, this request was met with serious reservations. Unlike other 

requests for large numbers of puritans to resettle elsewhere, this was just a request for a few 

individuals. Three were eventually sent, one of whom was Hugh Peter, but the process took the 

better part of a year to complete. John Endecott, the Massachusetts Bay governor at the time, 

actually resisted sending any over. Part of his reason contained the justification for settling New 

England in the first place – that England was in imminent danger of divine punishment and 

puritans would be rendered ineffective if caught in the disaster. This was not a universal opinion 

as a significant number of New England puritans did return to England specifically to take part in 

the Civil War, but these people acted as individuals. Officially, New England puritans tended to 

refrain from intervention.199 

By the later 1640s, New England became even more cautious in their advice and 

assistance to Virginia’s puritans. They had seen their previously sent ministers expelled. In 

October of 1648, after Harrison and Durand had likely been ordered to leave Virginia, John 

199 Francis J. Bremer, Puritan Crisis: New England and the English Civil Wars, 1630-1670 (New York: Garland 
Publications, 1989): 114-120; also see chapter II for another side of New England’s fears that too much action 
might cost them their providential favor. 
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Winthrop recorded that Harrison had sought the advice of the “magistrates & Elders heer” about 

whether they should stay in Virginia or leave. Contrary to their own experience, the New 

England elders advised them to stay claiming, “God had carried on his worke so gratiously 

hitherto…that there was so great a hope of a far more plentifull harvest at hand…they should not 

be hastye to remove.”200 Harrison had previously reported that his congregation had been rapidly 

growing. In February of 1648, he informed Winthrop that his church had 74 members “in 

Fellowship, 19 stand propounded, and many more of great hopes and expectations.”201 By 

October 1648, when offering advice about whether Harrison and Durand should stay, Winthrop 

claimed he had been informed that Harrison’s church had grown to 118 members. Trusting what 

Harrison had informed them, it made sense for the New England puritans to advise against 

blunting their progress. However, Berkeley had succeeded in making the puritans’ doubt they 

could remain in Virginia for the long term. 

Harrison and Durand would opt for leaving Virginia, but first investigated several 

potential destinations. Harrison and Virginia’s puritans had received an offer to join a group of 

puritans attempting set up a new colony in Eluethera in the Bahamas. That group of puritans had 

similarly been in contact with New England puritans. Similarly inspired by the New England 

puritans, Bermuda’s puritans to attempt to set up a Congregational-style church and declared an 

Independent congregation wholly separate from the Church of England which resulted in their 

own conflicts with a royalist-leaning government. William Sayle, the leader of the new Eleuthera 

colony, had traveled to Virginia around 1646 or 1647 in order to secure supplies and financial 

support. The Virginia puritans “furnished them with a Barke & provisions to returne to releive 

200 Winthrop, October 20, 1648, Journal of John Winthrop, 719-720. 
201 Thomas Harrison to John Winthrop, February 14, 1648 in The Winthrop Papers, Vol. V, 197-199. 
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their Company lefte in Eleutheria.”202 Sayle then invited the Virginia puritans to relocate to 

Eleuthera.203 

Harrison and Virginia’s puritans ultimately rejected the offer to resettle in the Bahamas, 

in large part because of the advice of their New England mentors. The reluctance of New 

England puritans to take an active role in fostering puritan communities outside of New England 

prior to this point has already been partly explained. In deliberating whether or not to send 

ministers to Virginia in 1642, they only helped when they believed the Virginia puritans were 

receptive to their own brand of Congregationalism, but rejected a similar request from Barbados 

because of the presence of “familialism” in that colony. However, New England’s puritans were 

undeniably given a position of prominence among puritans throughout the Atlantic. According to 

John Winthrop, Virginia’s puritans were interested in the prospect of the Eleuthera colony but 

had reservations about the new colony’s radical version of religious liberty (other than being 

Christian, there would be complete freedom of religion). Virginia’s puritans then decided they 

“would not resolve before they had received Advice from us: whereupon, Lettres were returned 

to them, disswadinge [dissuading] them from joining with that people under those Termes.” In 

waiting for the advice of New England’s puritans, Virginia’s puritans affirmed at least a type of 

mentor-mentee relationship. Additionally, the only justification for rejecting a move to Eleuthera 

that survives are the qualms over religious liberty.204 

Another interesting aspect of this intersection between the New England puritans and the 

now former Separatists was the way in which New England’s puritans debated whether or not 

they were supporting problematic practices. For Sayle’s fledgling colony, the New England 

202 Winthrop, October 20, 1648, Journal of John Winthrop, 721. 
203 The exile of Bermuda’s puritans and their experience in Eleuthera is described in detail in Chapter V. 
204 Winthrop, October 20, 1648, Journal of John Winthrop, 721. 



 
 

             

                

             

                

                 

               

               

                  

   

              

                

              

                

                 

              

            

            

           

               

              

              

                

                                                           
                 

146 

puritans counseled against movement of Virginia’s puritans relocating there, but they raised a 

significant sum of money to provide supplies to the Eleutheran colony. While there was likely no 

conditions attached to the aid, New England puritans suggested that the Eleutheran settlers 

relocate to New England. There is no record of any invitation given to the Virginia puritans 

during the late 1640s. A 1648 letter from Adam Winthrop to John Winthrop Jr. suggests that the 

prospect of a relocation to New England was considered: “…Mr. Harrison the paster of the 

church at verjenya [Virginia] being banished from thence is arrived heer to consult about some 

place to settle him selfe and his church some thinke youer plantation will be the fittst place for 

him.”205 

However, if no invitation was offered, it was most likely related to Winthrop’s own 

record of having advised Harrison and his church to stay because of their apparent progress. This 

behavior on the part of New England’s puritans indicates that while they often declared 

themselves supportive of the activities of puritans in other colonies, they had a limit on the 

amount of effort they would give. In the case of the Eleutheran colony it was disagreement with 

religious practices and for Harrison and the Virginia church New England puritans faced certain 

limitations in potentially undermining the authority of another colony, especially one governed 

by Berkeley who was fundamentally opposed to puritans. Additionally, New England’s leaders 

increasingly conceived themselves as occupying a providentially sanctioned place which they 

needed to protect. They left England feeling it was ripe for divine punishment, they interpreted 

Indian violence in Virginia as divine retribution for expelling their ministers, and they often 

disputed with other competing puritan groups. They quarreled with the leaders of the Providence 

Island Company, they were often skeptical of the course taken by puritans in England to the 

205 Adam Winthrop to John Winthrop Jr, September 1, 1648 in The Winthrop Papers, Vol. V, 277-278. 
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point of only reluctantly sending advisors to work on religious reforms, and attempted to 

suppress efforts to have New England puritans relocate to both Providence Island and later to 

Jamaica. 
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Chapter IV 

“Although you bee remote in Situacon:”206 

The Chesapeake Puritans during the Mid-Seventeenth Century, Part 2. 

The religious events in Virginia were being watched by the puritan nobles as well. 

However, even during the height of their influence their power was limited by distance, 

Virginia’s status as a royal colony with a royalist governor, a lack of centralized political power 

in the English Atlantic, and prioritization of events in England over those in the colonies. 

Additionally, the power of many longtime prominent allies of colonial puritans would wane by 

the end of the 1640s and early 1650s. The four primary advocates of puritan colonial ventures 

and Parliamentarians would see their power rise and fall sharply due to the wild political 

fluctuations of the Civil War and Interregnum periods. Lord Brooke died in 1643, while Lord 

Say and Sele, and the Earl of Manchester were all influential in Parliament and often held 

military position, but their influence waned following the execution of Charles I and Cromwell’s 

rise to power. The Earl of Warwick’s extensive colonial interests and his position as head of the 

Parliament’s Navy (which included authority over the England’s Atlantic colonies) put him in 

the best position to aid puritans in the colonies. However, Warwick too lost much of his direct 

authority following Charles’s execution with the curbing of Parliament’s power and the abolition 

of the “Lord High Admiral” office he had held since 1643. By 1649, the puritan nobles had lost 

much of their influence before they had had the ability to intervene effectively on behalf of the 

Chesapeake’s puritans. While these individuals did not entirely lose their political power, they 

were relegated to influence during the years of the Council of State’s and Cromwell’s rule, 

further blunting their effectiveness. While the Council of State would finally follow through with 

206 Earl of Warwick to Capt. Samuel Mathews, others unidentified in Virginia, c. 1644-1646, British Library, Stowe 
MSS 184, f. 123-127. 
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the task of ousting Berkeley from power in Virginia, the move was both too late for the 

Chesapeake puritans and the motivations for the act were more for securing the loyalty of the 

colonies to the new government than for assisting the Chesapeake’s puritan community.207 

In his correspondence with John Winthrop, Thomas Harrison stated that he had received 

“letters full of life and love from the Earle of Warwick, who engageth himself to the uttermost to 

advance the things of our peace and wellfare.”208 Unfortunately, those letters do not appear to 

have survived, but Warwick’s actions and other letters suggest that he was invested in the health 

of puritan communities in the Atlantic. He had been influential to some degree in nearly all of 

England’s colonial ventures for a few decades and had been especially active in promoting 

puritan colonies. He had helped to secure a charter for the Massachusetts Bay Company, he had 

played a role in either the founding or reorganization of the colonies that would later form 

Connecticut and Rhode Island, and he had created the Providence Island Company. Also during 

the 1640s, he had been involved in attempting to protect the puritans on Bermuda. During the 

later 1640s the Earl of Warwick had accumulated a significant amount of power within the 

Parliamentarian government. Yet, Warwick was unable to effectively secure Virginia’s puritan 

community before the tumult of the 1640s had taken its toll. By the late 1640s, with the ejection 

of Thomas Harrison and William Durand from Virginia, as many as three-hundred Virginian 

puritans relocated to Maryland.209 Harrison ultimately left North America behind and spend the 

rest of his life preaching in England and Ireland. Durand would help lead Virginia’s puritan 

207 Sean Kelsey, "Rich, Robert, Second Earl of Warwick (1587–1658)," Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
2008; David L. Smith, "Fiennes, William, First Viscount Saye and Sele (1582–1662)," Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, 2008; Ian J. Gentles, "Montagu, Edward, Second Earl of Manchester (1602–1671)," Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, 2004; Ann Hughes, "Greville, Robert, second Baron Brooke of Beauchamps Court (1607– 
1643)," Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 2004. 
208 Winthrop, October 20, 1648, The Journal of John Winthrop, 719-721; Thomas Harrison to John Winthrop 
January 14, 1648 in The Winthrop Papers, Vol. V: 197-199. 
209 Kevin Butterfield, “Puritans and Religious Strife in the Early Chesapeake,” 33. 
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exodus in Maryland which would trigger several more years of conflict and turmoil. In 1652, 

under Parliament’s direction and sanction prominent puritans Richard Bennett and William 

Claiborne would effectively overthrow the governments of both Maryland and Virginia and force 

them to recognize Parliament’s sovereignty over the colonies. Bennett himself became governor 

of Virginia for several years, but this dramatic action did not lead to a resurgence for the 

Chesapeake’s puritan community as the new governments essentially reverted to pre-Berkeley 

status of focusing primarily on keeping the colonies profitable for landowners. 

In addition to Harrison’s claims that he had received assurances from Warwick that they 

were actively trying to help, a few surviving letters from Warwick to Captain Samuel Mathews 

demonstrate that the puritan nobles were concerned with the state of affairs in Virginia for much 

of the decade. One letter demonstrates that ousting Berkeley had been under consideration since 

at least 1644, but unsure of the particular conditions gave Mathews their blessing if the 

Virginians took matters into their own hands: “wee have taken into Consideration how to dispose 

the government in Virginia, and not knowing the state thereof as present We have resolved it to 

bee most [judicious] to authorize you the justices to make [action] of such … as you shall 

conceive most fitt, whereby you are left at libertie to choose the [Parliament] & [Governours] if 

you shall have Cause.” By considering the “disposing” of the Virginia government Warwick and 

Parliament recognized that there was likely no circumstance in which Berkeley would recognize 

their rule. Despite declaring their intent in taking drastic action, Warwick’s admission of 

ignorance on the state of affairs in Virginia revealed they were dependent upon friendly 

Virginians for news. 

More so than other colonies with puritan activity at the time, Virginia was shielded even 

further from the puritan nobles’ influence because it was the only English royal colony at the 
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time. Unlike Bermuda, where the puritan nobles had substantial influence in the Bermuda 

Company, Virginia was a royal colony and Berkeley only answered to the Crown. About eight 

years passed before the “disposing” of Virginia’s (and Maryland’s) government occurred, and 

the consequences of the slow action allowed the Virginia government to ignore Parliamentary 

laws that may have protected the puritan community. Additionally, by the time those 

governments were deposed, the Chesapeake’s puritan allies in England had seen their power fade 

with the Rump Parliament and the Commonwealth period. While the Interregnum governments 

prioritized securing and coalescing control over the colonies. Additionally, efforts to subjugate 

the Virginia and Maryland governments would relied on specific puritan colonists were also 

interested in advancing their own personal economic and political stature in the those colonies.210 

The inability of the Earl of Warwick and the puritan nobles during the 1640s to 

adequately assist puritans in the Chesapeake represents another difficulty faced by puritans 

throughout the Atlantic. First, the puritan nobles believed that colonial affairs were secondary to 

those in England. The English puritans were also directly involved in English Civil War which 

diverted their attention from the Atlantic. Additionally, the actual exercising of authority over the 

colonies from England was difficult. The competing loyalties of the Civil War, the physical 

distance between England and the colonies, and the multiple lines of authority connecting the 

colonial governments to England could be difficult to overcome. Via their positions in 

Parliament, the puritan nobles, took some efforts to assist Virginia’s puritans but these efforts 

were either difficult to enforce or were too late. 

210 Earl of Warwick to Capt. Samuel Mathews, others unidentified in Virginia, c. 1644-1646, British Library, Stowe 
MSS 184, f. 123-127. The letters themselves are undated and the British Library’s listing them as 1646 is likely 
incorrect given that Warwick appears not to have learned about the 1644 Indian attack and Warwick appears to be 
announcing his appointment as High Admiral, which occurred in 1643. See Billings and Kukla explanations for 
further discussion on the dating of the letters. 
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The ongoing English Civil War hung over all of the events in Virginia during the 1640s. 

The Civil War provided the England puritan nobles an opportunity to reach the heights of their 

power, but Virginia’s status as a royal colony with the overt royalist William Berkeley as 

governor blunted their ability to exercise influence over that colony. This resulted in the Virginia 

puritan’s loss of much of their spiritual leadership. Following Berkeley’s 1643 law that 

compelled nonconformist ministers to depart the colony, Parliament actually banned the Book of 

Common Prayer in 1645. However, because Berkeley did not recognize the authority of 

Parliament over that of the Crown he continued to enforce conformity.211 While he appeared to 

escape any real punishment, Harrison in April 1645 had to respond before Berkeley himself on 

charges of not using the Book of Common Prayer. Even if Berkeley had not yet received word of 

the ban (Harrison was charged about four months after the ordinance was passed), he definitely 

continued his campaign against nonconformity. In 1647, Virginia passed a law that allowed 

parishioners to withhold tithes from any nonconformist minister. In 1648, both Thomas Harrison 

and William Durand were charged for violating Virginia’s laws about church practice. For 

essentially repeating the same nonconformist behavior as in 1645, Harrison was actually forced 

to stop preaching. There is no official documentation of the actual charges and sentence given to 

Harrison, but Lower Norfolk County court records from June 1648 indicate he was certainly 

forced to abandon his ministry: “John Norwood to appeare before the Vestry to render an 

accoumpt proffitts of the Glebe land ever since Parson Harrison hath desented his Ministeriall 

office and denyed to administer the Sacraments &c to us and the inhabitants.” While there does 

not exist an actual order for Harrison’s banishment, John Winthrop recorded that Harrison was 

211 An Ordinance for Taking Away the Book of Common Prayer…, January 1645 in Acts and Ordinances of the 
Interregnum, 1642-1660, ed. C.H. Firth and R. S. Rait (London, 1911): 582-607. 
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ordered directly by Berkeley to leave upon the arrival Harrison in Boston, where he remained 

until 1650.212 

In a sign of his strength over Virginia’s puritans, Berkeley was able to almost 

immediately expel puritan minister Thomas Bennett, who had arrived in Nansemond County in 

1648.213 In October of 1649 the Council of State officially rebuked Berkeley for expelling 

Harrison and ordered him to allow for Harrison’s return to his congregation. However, Harrison 

had already left Virginia, much of Virginia’s puritans had already relocated to Maryland, and 

Berkeley in October of 1649 issued a new set of laws that explicitly condemned the execution of 

Charles I and that anybody who did not recognize Charles II as the lawful king to be guilty of 

high treason.214 

Upon Thomas Harrison’s expulsion from the colony William Durand attempted to step in 

as the spiritual leader of Virginia’s puritans, but he too was quickly forced to cease preaching. 

Despite his immense role in stirring up Virginia’s puritan population throughout the 1640s, 

Durand had acted only as a lay preacher and sometimes elder under other ministers. Given his 

lack of official credentials and the increasing legal difficulties facing nonconforming ministers, 

Durand turned to openly illegal preaching. Unlike William Tompson and the other New England 

ministers who had come to Virginia in 1642-1643 and resorted to preaching in private homes, 

Durand brazenly began to preach in the Elizabeth River Church from the pulpit on the Sabbath 

212 Att a County Court Holden…, April 15, 1645 in Lower Norfolk County, Virginia Court Records, Book A, 166-167; 
Act Requiring Ministers to Read from Common Prayer…, November 3, 1647 in The Statutes at Large, ed. William 
Waller Henning, 341-342; Court Records, 29 May 1648 in Lower Norfolk County, Virginia Court Records, Book B, 76; 
Winthrop, October 20, 1648, The Journal of John Winthrop, 719-721. 
213 James B. Bell, Empire, Religion, and Revolution, 89. 
214 Council of State to William Berkeley, October 11, 1649 in The Papers of Sir William Berkeley, 1605-1677, 85-86; 
Att a Grand Assembly…, Act I, October 10, 1649 in The Statutes at Large, 358-361. 
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for a few months. At one point, the county sheriff forbade the meetings but met open resistance 

to the crackdown on the church by several colonists: 

Mr. Cornelius Lloyd and Mr Edward Lloyd…with divers others (whose names are not yet 
certainly to us knowne) were Mayneteynors and Embraceors of the faction of William 
Durand aforenamed, and Abbettors to much sedition and mutiny…but alsoe 
they…indeavored and did goe about to rescue the said William Durand, from & after 
arrest, hee the said Durand being apprehended…215 

Despite the substantial opposition to Virginia’s puritans, Durand clearly enjoyed some 

significant measure of support given the willingness to defy Virginian officials and even attempt 

a prison break. Berkeley’s persistence helped further weaken Virginia’s puritan community by 

causing yet another exodus. Whereas the previous group of puritans to leave around 1644 likely 

consisted mostly of the puritan community’s leaders, this exodus was resulted in large numbers 

of people and the departure of many of its leaders. Harrison left the Chesapeake altogether, but 

nearly all of the rest of Virginia’s puritans who did depart relocated to Maryland. 

In addition to the departure of the Chesapeake’s most outspoken puritan minister, the 

community would largely come under the leadership of long-time Virginian puritan planters and 

merchants. Richard Bennett, the nephew of Edward Bennett (a former affiliate of the Separatist 

puritan community in England and the Netherlands who had been instrumental in bringing 

Separatist puritans to Virginia in the 1620s), emerged as a de facto leader of the Chesapeake 

puritan population. When the Commonwealth government turned to force England’s colonies’ 

submission to the government they relied primarily on elite puritan Virginia planters including 

Bennett and William Claiborne. Bennett and Claiborne were named as members of a group of 

commissioners empowered to secure the submission of Virginia and Maryland. 

215 Lower Norfolk County Court Memorandum, 29 May 1648 in The Lower Norfolk County Antiquary, Volume 2, 
Part 1, edited by Edward W. James (New York: P. Smith, 1951, reprint of 1895 version): 14-15. 
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Testing the Limits of their Power: The Puritan-Led Submissions of Virginia and Maryland 

The departure of Harrison and the relocation to Maryland substantially weakened the 

prospects of a strong and connected puritan community existence in the Chesapeake. The lack of 

spiritual leadership would cause many of the region’s puritans to drift towards other religious 

sects, including beliefs often considered heretical by puritans. Additionally, the transfer of 

leadership to Chesapeake planters and merchants would dilute the religious priorities of the 

community. Finally, with some irony, both Virginia and Maryland would be brought firmly 

under the control of the puritan friendly Commonwealth (and later Cromwellian) governments in 

1652 but would essentially be unable to control the events in those colonies as they acted almost 

entirely through Chesapeake agents. The political environment in Virginia would become much 

friendlier to puritans but would essentially revert to a pre-1642 status quo in terms of religion but 

in general. Maryland would experience a fair amount of chaos and be plunged into warfare. 

Bennett, Claiborne, and the other Virginians would both press their own personal economic and 

political priorities while the influx of Virginia puritans would stress Maryland’s preexisting 

precarious internal divisions. Before the Civil War many English protestants were uncomfortable 

with Maryland’s Catholic elements and the influx of puritans in the late 1640s and early 1650s 

exacerbated this distrust. Additionally, following the execution of Charles I the colony’s status as 

a proprietary colony run by English Catholic nobility would further make stable governance of 

the colony difficult. 

In 1652, the Council of State sent a small force to Virginia and compelled Berkeley to 

essentially turn over the colony to Parliament’s rule. The Council of State appointed several 

commissioners to act on their behalf in securing the government and represent the Parliamentary 
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English government in the colony.216 Despite the years of strife Berkeley stepped down without 

incident, despite assembling a militia of about a thousand people. He was replaced by Richard 

Bennett a puritan merchant and landowner who was the nephew and heir of Edward Bennett’s 

extensive holdings in Virginia. Despite the removal of Berkeley and the colony’s placement 

under the governance of a Virginia puritan, the colony’s puritan community would not be able to 

regain the momentum they had during the early and mid-1640s. Persecution of puritans would 

cease but the damage done to the puritan community and political and economic conditions in 

Virginia were not friendly to building or sustaining a cohesive puritan community.217 

Unlike Maryland, Virginia during the 1650s was largely stable but any gains for the 

puritan community lay largely in the removal of the means of persecution put in place while 

Berkeley was in power. In April of 1652, the new government repealed the 1642 laws which 

called for absolute conformity, use of the Common Prayer Book, and forced nonconformists to 

leave the colony. However, the law did grant a significant amount of independence to the 

parishes that would allow puritans to practice openly but also accommodate the many more 

Anglicans in the colony: “Bee it enacted as follows That all matters concerninge Vestrye, Theire 

agreement with the ministers, touchinge church wardens, [the] poore, and other things 

Concerninge the parrishes or parrishoners Respectively be Referred to theire owne orderinge and 

dispossall from time to time, as they shall thinke fitt.” While this new law would have made it 

easier for a puritan congregation to operate, in reality this provision merely codified Virginia’s 

status quo on religious life but without the provision of conforming to the Church of England. 

Prior to Berkeley’s arrival Virginia’s parishes had essentially governed themselves. These new 

216 Instructions for…appointed Commissioners for the reducement of Virginia… September, 1651 in Narratives of 
Early Maryland, 1633-1684 edited by Clayton Colman Hall (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1910): 206-209. 
217 Morton, Richard L. Colonial Virginia, Vol. I: The Tidewater Period, 1607-1710 (Chapel Hill: Published for the 
Virginia Historical Society by the University of North Carolina Press, 1960): 168-173. 
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laws were certainly friendly to puritans living in Virginia, but they also made no mention of any 

of the religious laws established by the Parliament, nor did they make any mention of any puritan 

practices whatsoever. The only mention of any particular church practice was made prior in the 

surrender agreement between the commissioners and Berkeley, which allowed for parishes to use 

the Book of Common Prayer for another year so long as the majority of parishioners favored 

it.218 

Puritans in Virginia were always a minority, yet the tensions in the colony were such that 

Berkeley often had to retreat despite likely having the sympathy of most of the colony’s 

residents. Bennett was both likely more interested in securing his own economic ventures (which 

would have been largely in line with other merchants and landowners in Virginia) more than 

advancing puritan causes and knew that Virginia was still populated mostly by royalist and 

Anglican leaning people. In fact, in the later years of his governorship Berkeley had invited 

royalists in need of exile to reside in Virginia and Parliament was often happy to let them leave 

England.219 

The near decade of religious strife in the colony left many Virginians quite angry with the 

puritan community there. One Anglican minister, Edward Johnson220 wrote to John Ferrar in 

March of 1650 described Virginia’s puritans with extreme contempt: 

But now they are goinge to the Mouth of the Chesapeake Bay … to bee neerer Neighbors 
to the Romish Catholicks in Mary Land who like Samsons Foxes though they by there 
heads turned Contrary ways to differ yeat they are first Joyned by tayles with Fyrebrands 
to worke mischife and sette the world on Flame…they are going and alsoe to Joyne in 
Friendshipp with as very Savages as them selves …they will plant norward of us above 
150 miles and soe also bee neerer there Brethren of New England.221 

218 Warren M. Billings, “Some Acts not in Hening’s Statutes: The Acts of Assembly, April 1652, November 1652, and 
July 1653,” in the Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, Vol, 83, No. 1 (Jan., 1975): 31-32. 
219 Morton, Colonial Virginia, 166-168. 
220 This is not the puritan writer Edward Johnson who lived in Boston at the same time. 
221 Edward Johnson to John Ferrar, 25 March 1650, in The Ferrar Papers, 1590-1790: in Magdalene College, 
Cambridge, Reel 6, 1160. 
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Johnson’s idea that Virginia’s puritans formed some sort of league that included the New 

England puritans, the Catholic Church, and hostile Native Americans was ridiculous but is a 

testament to the hostility faced by Virginia’s puritan community. In addition to the extreme 

bitterness towards the puritans of Virginia, the Commonwealth government had prioritized 

centralizing their hold on England and its colonies rather than supporting the puritan population 

in the colonies. Not only had it taken nearly ten years to remove Berkeley from power from 

when he started his crackdown on the puritans there, but following the execution of Charles I the 

Commonwealth used Virginia as an expedient place to rid themselves of potentially troublesome 

royalists, many of whom were given important government positions and land holdings in the 

colony by Berkeley. Since Virginia was a fairly low priority for the puritan nobles, Parliament, 

and later the Commonwealth government, by the time Berkeley was replaced by Bennett 

Virginia had likely become even more inhospitable to an energetic puritan community. 

The efforts of the Commonwealth to bring the colonies relied on distant agents who often 

acted in their own self-interest as much as representatives of the English government. Richard 

Bennett and William Claiborne, the two most active of the commissioners tasked with ensuring 

the loyalty of the colonies, were long time landowners and merchants in Virginia who had long 

sought Maryland as a place of economic expansion. They were both part of Virginia’s Separatist-

founded puritan community and inherited the aspect of the Separatists’ strategy for using the 

Atlantic which held that enhancing their own wealth and power was crucial to the eventual 

religious reformation of the English world. While his personal religious views are not well 

known, Claiborne had strong ties to the puritan community. His closest associates in Virginia 

were members of the puritan community and he spent five years in the late 1630s working to 
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establish trading posts in Central America with the Providence Island Company.222 Bennett’s 

puritan credentials are much easier to ascertain. He inherited his uncle Edward Bennett’s 

Virginia economic landholdings and embodied the notion that economic success and power were 

necessary to secure and advance the puritan community in the Atlantic.223 

Bennett’s views on the relationship between religious health and economic success as 

well as the limitations he faced as governor can be seen in a 1652 letter he wrote to John Ferrar. 

Bennett appealed to both Ferrar’s economic self-interest and spiritual senses by stating that “the 

greatest want Virginia hath is the Ministery of the word” and that a spiritually healthy Virginia 

would enhance “the prosperity of Countrye” because God “hath promised to those that seeke the 

kingdome of heaven and the Rightousness thereof, that all other things shallbe Added or cast 

in.”224 However, while Bennett demonstrated thoughts on the relationship between faith and 

economic success, the fact that he was appealing to somebody such as John Ferrar displays the 

limitations Bennett faced in advancing puritans directly in the Atlantic. The Ferrar family were 

had been influential in Virginia since its founding and continued to have extensive landholdings 

there during the 1650s, yet the Ferrars were royalist and fairly devoted Anglicans who could be 

222 For a detailed description of Claiborne’s mercantile and religious connections see J. Frederick Fausz, “Merging 
and Emerging Worlds: Anglo-Indian Interest Groups and the Development of the Seventeenth-Century 
Chesapeake,” in Colonial Chesapeake Society, eds. Lois Green Carr, Philip D. Morgan, and Jean B. Russo (Chapel 
Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the University of 
North Carolina Press, 1988): 47-99; Nathaniel C. Hale, Virginia Venturer: A Historical Biography of William 
Claiborne, 1600-1677 (Richmond, VA: The Dietz Press, 1951). 
223 Edward L. Bond has written about the merging of faith and economic success in Virginia in “England’s 
Soteriology of Empire and the Roots of Colonial Identity in Early Virginia” Anglican and Episcopal History 66, no. 4. 
The English Reformation: Theology, Soteriology, and Empire (Dec., 1997): 471-499 and Damned Souls in a Tobacco 
Colony. Bond places puritans in important roles in this process, though it was a broadly Anglican phenomenon. 
Chapter 2 of Monroy’s, “On the Trade of Winds of Faith: Puritan Networks in the Making of an Atlantic World,” 
goes fairly in-depth into Richard Bennett and William Claiborne’s fusion of economic and puritan activities as 
members of the Separatist Atlantic diaspora. 
224 Richard Bennett to John Ferrar, 12 February 1653 in The Ferrar Papers, 1590-1790: in Magdalene College, 
Cambridge, Reel 6, 1217; Monroy, 63-64. Monroy similarly cited this letter and Bennett’s appeals to Ferrar that a 
spiritually healthy Virginia would be a more financially successful Virginia as evidence of Bennett’s linking religious 
success with economic success, though without reconciling Ferrar’s strong Anglicanism with Bennett’s puritan 
views beyond that the Ferrars and Bennetts had some links through marriage. 
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easily persuaded of the need to send ministers, but not necessarily eager to recruit puritan ones. 

There is no reason to believe Bennett’s puritan ideas were insincere as he had been a signatory of 

the 1642 letters requesting New England puritans send ministers (and those letters were carried 

to Boston by his brother Philip), but Anglicans were the majority of Virginia’s population and it 

would be difficult to maintain the stability of the colony if Bennett were to alienate them. 

However, he faced serious obstacles within Virginia and limited support from puritans 

abroad he likely chose to focus on what he could control which was ensuring an environment 

conducive to economic success, which led to a policy that favored stability over all else. Despite 

holding a commission from Parliament charging him with ensuring the colony’s loyalty to 

Parliament, Bennett’s actual governorship required a careful balancing of interests. Following, 

Berkeley’s removal in 1652 until the Restoration all of Virginia’s governing officials selected by 

Virginians themselves, including the governor and governor’s council. This meant that Bennett’s 

governorship was absolutely dependent upon the general support of the colonial elite. The terms 

of reduction to Commonwealth rule also did not preclude colonists who had been opposed to 

Parliament in participating in government, meaning Bennett had to keep the entire colony 

content which would have precluded any action deemed too incendiary such as any dramatic 

religious reforms.225 

If Virginia during the 1650s was fairly stable, Maryland was the exact opposite. Virginia 

lost much of its troublesome puritan population and while Bennett was forced into a relatively 

unprovocative governorship. Virginia’s social structure was likely strengthened more than 

225 An Act for Prohibiting Trade with the Barbadoes, Virginia, Bermuda and Antego, October 3rd, 1650 in Acts and 
Ordinances of the Interregnum, 1642-1660, 425-429; Articles of the Surrender of the Countrie, March 12, 1651, 
Articles for the Surrendering of Virginia to the Subjection of the Parliament…, March 12, 1651, An Act of Indemnitie 
made att the Surrender of the Countrey, March 12, 1651, in The Statutes at Large, 363-368; Acts of the Grand 
Assembly, April 30, 1652, in The Statutes at Large, 371-373. 



 
 

              

             

             

               

           

             

    

             

            

             

              

                

            

                 

               

               

         

             

               

               

              

               

              

161 

weakened. In contrast, Maryland was in a much weaker position. A much younger colony, 

Maryland had, since its founding in the 1630s, faced hostile Native Americans, violent 

incursions by Virginians eager for land, suspicions toward its Catholic residents and proprietors, 

and tensions between different religious groups as a result of its religious toleration rules. The 

influx of the energetic Virginian puritan population with their Commonwealth sympathies 

naturally viewed the Catholic Lord Baltimore with intense suspicion which further strained the 

already unstable colony. 

While Bennett and Claiborne remained largely within, and interested in, Virginian affairs 

as commissioners of the Commonwealth, their intervention into Maryland’s affairs during the 

1650s plunged the colony into several years of chaos. Maryland’s government would be 

alternately restored and overthrown both because of the direct efforts of Bennett and Claiborne, 

but also indirectly as they helped to stoke puritan suspicion of the Baltimore family and their 

appointed officials. While the Commonwealth was demonstrating a fairly dramatic reach of 

power in compelling the Chesapeake colonies to submit to their rule, the ability of the Council of 

State to direct affairs in the colonies as they intended was still hampered by distance, 

prioritization of other affairs, and the reliance of colonists who if sympathetic to the Parliament 

were also guided by their own specific interests. 

Maryland and the Calvert proprietorship over the colony was tested and threatened 

throughout its entire existence, but especially so during its first few decades. Historians credit the 

Calverts for being an important part of the evolution of national identity, loyalty, and religious 

freedom by their development of the notion that their devoted Catholicism would not interfere 

with their political loyalties. As Antoinette Sutto explains, not only did the Calverts attempt to 

separate their religious beliefs from their devotion to the King, but during the Commonwealth 



 
 

               

               

          

               

                

                 

               

        

                

               

             

             

             

             

                 

             

            

             

             

              

                                                           
                  

              
               

                 
             

             

162 

and Protectorate eras the Calverts claimed that their Catholicism did not inhibit their loyalty to 

England itself all at a time when the concept of English nationhood increasingly tied to 

Protestantism. Additionally, the Calverts’ position became increasingly perilous in Maryland 

during the 1640s and 1650s among puritans because both their power over Maryland was tied 

specifically to the favor of Charles I but also they held near monarchical control over Maryland 

itself. The Calverts were accused of using Maryland as a base to launch a Spanish invasion, of 

providing a haven for Jesuits, of forcing Protestants to convert to Catholicism, and of conspiring 

with Native Americans to slaughter English colonists.226 

Virginians were especially hostile to the Maryland colony. In addition to the mistrust of a 

Catholic colony to their north, many Virginians felt the Maryland colony cut them off from 

economic prospects. Virginians fought the establishment of Maryland in court and continued to 

lodge regular complaints against the colony in London. Even before the 1650s Virginians 

regularly interfered and even invaded Maryland territory. Perhaps no Virginian held more active 

contempt against Maryland and the Calverts than William Claiborne. Having arrived in Virginia 

in 1621, Claiborne had claimed Kent Island in the Chesapeake Bay, which he used as a trading 

post. However, Maryland’s charter included Kent Island which led to Claiborne to continually 

undermine the Calvert proprietorship. In 1634, a ship commissioned by Leonard Calvert 

captured one of Claiborne’s ships for trading without permission from the Maryland government. 

Claiborne retaliated, which resulted in skirmishes between men loyal to Claiborne and Maryland 

militias. Later in 1638, despite his absence while working for the Providence Island Company, 

226 For an overview on Maryland’s founding and early decades as well as discussions on the Calverts’ and 
Maryland’s role in changing concepts of religious freedom and national identity: Antoinette Sutto, Loyal 
Protestants and Dangerous Papists: Maryland and the Politics of Religion in the English Atlantic, 1630-1690 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2015); John D. Krugler, English and Catholic: The Lords Baltimore in the 
Seventeenth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004; David W. Jordan, Foundations of 
Representative Government in Maryland, 1632-1715 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987): chaps. 1-2. 
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Maryland seized Claiborne’s property on Kent Island and declared him a rebel for his refusal to 

recognize the Calverts’ authority. Even more egregiously, Claiborne was perhaps the biggest 

supporter of Richard Ingle’s rebellion against Maryland from 1644-1646. Claiborne personally 

appealed to Maryland Protestants to attack plantations owners on Kent Island and gave materiel 

and financial support to Ingle during the so-called “Plundering Time,” which saw Leonard 

Calvert, then the governor of Maryland, having to flee to Virginia for a time.227 

While it may have been a savvy move on the part of the Council of State to appoint a 

long-time nemesis of the Calvert family, Claiborne’s ties to the puritan community were quite 

strong. His trading ventures in the Chesapeake were part of what J. Frederick Fausz referred to as 

the “Claiborne-Virginia-Susquehannock-London Puritan interest-group alliance” and he had 

earlier directly worked with the overly puritan Providence Island Company. His primary place of 

residence in Virginia was on the Eastern Shore in Accomack County, one of the two major 

regions of puritan settlement in Virginia.228 

Claiborne’s fellow merchant, Virginia governor’s council member, and later 

Parliamentary commissioner Richard Bennett’s disputes with the Calverts actually arose from 

disputes between Bennett and Leonard Calvert after Bennett led a mercenary force to reclaim 

Maryland from Ingle’s Rebellion. Following the restoration of Maryland back to Calvert control, 

Bennett repeatedly complained to Maryland assembly that he was not given promised 

compensation and the mercenary force remained in Maryland for two years demanding 

227 Morton, Colonial Virginia, 134-142; Fausz, “Merging and Emerging Worlds: Anglo-Indian Interest Groups and 
the Development of the Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake,” 77-81; Jean B. Russo and J. Elliott Russo, Planting an 
Empire: The Early Chesapeake in British North America (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012): 14-
15, 70-76. For an overview of the Ingle’s Rebellion in the broader context of the English Civil War see Timothy B. 
Riordan, The Plundering Time: Maryland and the English Civil War, 1645-1646 (Baltimore: Maryland Historical 
Society, 2004). 
228 Fausz, “Merging and Emerging Worlds: Anglo-Indian Interest Groups and the Development of the Seventeenth-
Century Chesapeake,” 63, 67-73. 
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repayment. Before Ingle’s Rebellion, Bennett frequently filed suits against Leonard Calvert for 

other, though less significant, debts that Calvert appeared to take his time in fulfilling.229 

However, likely due to his greater devotion to the puritan cause than Claiborne, Bennett had also 

eyed Maryland as a possible place for Virginia’s puritans to relocate so some friendly relations 

would be helpful. Relocating to Maryland would enable Bennett and any other merchant-planters 

to keep greater control over their economic interests in Virginia than if they departed someplace 

farther off (such as Eleuthera Island).230 

Despite the actions of Bennett and other Virginia puritans in eyeing Maryland as suitable 

for relocation, in all likelihood the Calverts saw bringing puritans to their colony as a way to 

placate Parliament. Being fully aware of their Catholic and royal connections, the Calverts made 

direct efforts to emphasize a “Protestant-friendly” image. Primarily they invited Captain William 

Stone of Virginia to become governor of Maryland. Stone, like Claiborne, hailed from 

Accomack County. Similar to Claiborne as well, Stone’s own religious views are not 

documented, but his personal and family connections to other puritans were quite strong. Stone’s 

commission immediately mentioned that he had was working to “procure five hundred People of 

British or Irish discent to … plant and reside within our said province of Maryland.”231 While 

there was no mention of pursuing disaffected Virginia puritans directly, Stone’s close ties to that 

community made him ideal for persuading puritans to relocate to a colony owned by a Catholic 

family. Later while bemoaning the actions of the commissioners, John Hammond wrote that 

229 William Hand Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 4, 1637-1650 (Baltimore: Maryland Historical Society): 344, 
382-383, 432-433; Fausz, “Merging and Emerging Worlds: Anglo-Indian Interest Groups and the Development of 
the Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake,” 79-80; Butterfield, “Puritans and Religious Strife in the Early Chesapeake,” 
32-33. For pre-Ingle debts see, Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 4, 265-266, 269-270, 304-305. 
230 Boddie, Seventeenth Century Isle of Wight County, 59-61. 
231 Butterfield, “Puritans and Early Religious Strife in the Early Chesapeake,” 32-33; Levy, “Early Puritanism,” 141; 
Commission to William Stone, 6 August 1648 in William Hand Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 10, 1649/50-165 
(Baltimore: Maryland Historical Society, 1891): 201-209. 
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“Mary-land…was courted by them [Virginia’s puritans] as a refuge, the Lord Proprietor and his 

Governor solicited to, and severall addresses and treaties made for their admittance & 

entertainment into that province.” Additionally, Stone had been a fairly close business associate 

of Richard Ingle’s, which had included selling him ammunition during Ingle’s Rebellion. It is 

unlikely Stone’s association with Ingle and Claiborne was unknown (part of Stone’s commission 

specified that he would have general powers to issue pardons with exception of William 

Claiborne), but Stone’s background and circle of friends should have made for excellent cover 

for the Calverts’ against accusations of hostility to puritans and the Parliamentary regime. 232 

Additionally, in 1649 Maryland Assembly passed the “Act Concerning Religion,” 

clarifying and strengthening Maryland’s policy towards religious toleration. While Maryland by 

necessity already had some measure of religious toleration, the new law went further than merely 

maintaining the right of any Christian group to reside in Maryland. It forbade divisive behavior 

to such an extent that personal name-calling was outlawed: “Whatsoever pson [person] or pson 

[persons] shall from henceforth … in a reproachful manner … declare call or denominate any 

pson or psons … an heretick, Scismatick, Idolator, puritan, Independent, Prespiteraian, popish 

prest, Jesuite, Jesuited papist, Lutheran, Calvenist, Anabaptist, Brownist, Antinomian, Barrowist, 

Roundhead, Sepatist [Separatist].”233 Violators were to be fined or whipped and imprisoned. 

Interestingly, the law included derogatory terms that could be wielded by and against both 

Catholics and puritans which indicated that (other being Christian) the colony was not to endorse 

any particular religion over another. While Stone turned out to be incredibly loyal to the 

232 Fausz, “Merging and Emerging Worlds: Anglo-Indian Interest Groups and the Development of the Seventeenth-
Century Chesapeake,” 79-81; John Hammond, Leah and Rachel, or, the Two Fruitfull Sisters Virginia, and Mary-
Land, 1656 in Narratives of Early Maryland, 1910, 304. 
233 An Act concerning Religion, 21 April, 1649 in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. I, 1637/8-1664 (Baltimore: 
Maryland Historical Society, 1883): 244-247. 
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Calverts, many if not most of the relocated puritans would quickly turn hostile to the 

proprietorship.234 

The ramifications for the Chesapeake’s puritans from the loss of spiritual leadership, the 

distraction of their allies in New England and England, and the assumption of leadership by 

Virginia merchant-planters quickly became apparent as Maryland was plunged into half a decade 

of chaos wherein the colonial government would be alternately overthrown and reinstated with 

open warfare taking place. There were two main causes of this violence. First, the Calverts 

miscalculated that Virginia’s puritans would quietly accept a Catholic proprietorship with strong 

royalist connections and Catholic neighbors. Second, the Council of State and Cromwell relied 

on members of former Separatist group of puritans. Bennett’s and Claiborne’s actions as 

commissioners were consistent with the Separatist group’s emphasis on seizing economic 

opportunity as a way to enhance their influence. 

From 1652 through 1657 the Calverts’ proprietary authority was challenged by a 

combination of the demands of the Council of State and Oliver Cromwell and the newly settled 

puritan community’s intolerance of the colony’s Catholic presence which was often taken 

advantage of by the commissioners. First, in 1652 the commissioners stretched the authority of 

their commissions and demanded that Governor William Stone, his council, and the assembly 

govern in the name of the “Keepers of the Liberty of England by Authority of Parliament,” 

which essentially removed the claim on the province by the Calvert family. Lord Baltimore 

disputed this claim and insisted Stone continue to govern in the name of the proprietor. Stone 

was eventually reinstated following the Council of State’s upholding of Baltimore’s right to 

234 Often seen as one of the first attempts to remove religion from the public sphere, historians such as John D. 
Krugler also argue that the act was borne of the Calverts’ experience in evading anti-Catholicism. English and 
Catholic: The Lords Baltimore in the Seventeenth Century. 
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govern in his own name, though there was supposed to be a recognition of the Commonwealth in 

all official documents. However, in 1654 claims among the puritan and community that the 

Calvert family was placing themselves above the Parliament, was forcing Catholicism on 

colonists, and was engaged in all of the usual conspiratorial activities Catholics were accused 

resulted in the puritan colonists claimed that the oath to the proprietors was not valid. Stone 

resigned and the commissioners established a new government over Maryland. Later, in 1655, 

conflicting news arrived that both upheld the commissioners’ removal of Stone from power and 

seemingly confirmed that Stone was the rightful governor. This confusion led to the Battle of the 

Severn in 1655 wherein Stone’s forces were defeated by a militia loyal to the commissioners 

which left Maryland under their governance until 1657 when Cromwell firmly confirmed the 

Calverts’ claim to the colony.235 

Having left Virginia because of the perceived persecution for their religious practices at 

the behest of a royalist governor, the puritan community in Maryland immediately viewed the 

proprietary government with intense suspicion. Their claims of tyranny, persecution, and other 

conspiratorial behavior was used to justify the termination of proprietary rule over the colony. 

The controversies over the oaths began to take off when news arrived of Charles I’s execution 

when Lieutenant Governor Thomas Greene, who was the acting governor while Stone was out of 

the colony, immediately issued a proclamation recognizing Charles II as king. While that 

proclamation was ultimately overturned, in 1650 Lord Baltimore required periodic oaths to be 

taken by all residents in the name of the proprietary and cited the 1632 royal charter giving this 

authority. Many in Maryland, but particularly the new puritan population who were heavily 

sympathetic to the Commonwealth government, saw this as evidence of the Calverts’ intention to 

235 For a much more thorough description of these events see Hall, Narratives of Early Maryland, 161-308. 
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impose their personal rule on them. These fears were a hyperbolic interpretation of the 

punishments for refusing the oaths or violating the religious toleration laws, which called for 

fines and / or seizure of property in which half of the money or goods went into the Calverts’ 

own coffers. While the fines or seized properties were subject to becoming paid to the Calvert 

family given their place as the proprietors, there was no evidence this power was being abused. 

Interestingly, the Calverts’ were well aware of the possibility that people would intentionally 

misconstrue the 1649 Act Concerning Religion. The law had substantial fines for anybody “that 

shall presume Contrary to this Act and the true intent and meaning thereof directly or indirectly 

either in person or estate willfully to wronge disturbe or molest any person whatsoever … 

professing to beleive in Jesus Christ.” Half of the fines collected were to paid directly to the 

proprietors themselves.236 

Accusations of the Calverts’ abuse of power were among the primary justifications used 

to justify the ouster of William Stone in 1654 and the Battle of the Severn in 1655 that kept the 

commissioners in control of Maryland until 1657. But darker conspiratorial accusations against 

Lord Baltimore were also widespread. Whether through deliberate misinformation or just 

exaggeration, the notion that the Calverts and other Maryland Catholics had set a trap against 

Virginia’s puritans to force them into Catholic subjugation was featured in several petitions to 

the commissioners and back to England itself as well. Fearful in the aftermath of the Ingle’s 

Rebellion, the ongoing controversies surrounding the execution of Charles I, and the influx of 

puritans from Virginia convinced the proprietors to step up assurances of loyalty to the colony. 

236 Proclamation of Charles II, November 15, 1649 in William Hand Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 3, 1636-
1667 (Baltimore: Maryland Historical Society, 1885): 243-244; An Act Concerning Religion, April 1649 and An Act 
for taking of an Oathe of Fidelity to the Lord Proprietary, April 1650, in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 1, 244-
247, 304-306; For support of the commissioners actions see in Narratives of Early Maryland: Virginia and 
Maryland, or the Lord Baltamore’s Printed Case Uncased and Answered, 1655, pg. 181-230 and Leonard Strong, 
Babylon’s Fall, 1655, pg. 231-246. 
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In 1650, the government enacted a law that new, and periodic, oaths to the proprietors be given. 

While the Calverts worked hard to convince the Commonwealth and Cromwellian regimes of 

their loyalty to that English state, the 1650 oaths were fairly tone deaf in terms of avoiding 

criticisms that the proprietors were intent on some type of Catholic-royalist conspiracy. The new 

oaths cited the right of the proprietors were “granted to his said Lordship and his heires by the 

late King of England in his said Lordship’s Pattent” and contained a provision of taking direct 

action against any known plot, conspiracy, or efforts against the proprietary government. While 

the prerogatives of the proprietors as stated in this oath did not go beyond the bounds of their 

charter, the oath explicitly stated their power derived from King Charles I and compelled an 

unusual level of personal loyalty to the Calvert family. Along with portions of confiscated 

property or fines going directly to the personal coffers of the Calverts, these provisions 

confirmed the suspicions of many of Maryland’s puritans.237 

Edward Lloyd, a former Virginia burgess and landowner who was charged alongside 

William Durand in Virginia for continuing to engage in nonconformity and forced to leave, 

wrote that Stone, under Lord Baltimore’s direction, immediately began a campaign to force 

Catholicism upon the populace in Maryland: 

Lord Baltamore, a professed Recusant…hath in effect made it a subject of his own 
domination and tyranny (being his main aim:) But to colour it, and the better to get friends, 
first made it a receptacle for Papists, and Priests, and Jesuits…Intelligence with Bulls, 
Letters, etc. from the Pope and Rome be ordinary for his own Interests; and now admits all 
sorts of Religions, and intended even 2000 Irish…The Protestants for the most time 
miserably disturbed in the exercise of their Religion, by many ways plainly enforced, or by 
subtil practices, or hope of preferment, to turn Papists.238 

237 An Act for taking of an Oathe of Fidellity to the Lord Proprietary, April 1650, in Archives of Maryland, Vol. I, 304-
306. 
238 Petition of Edward Lloyd, in Virginia and Maryland, or the Lord Baltamore’s Printed Case Uncased and 
Answered, 1655 in Narratives of Early Maryland, 199-200. 
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Lloyd’s charges were dramatic – that despite Stone’s appointment or the recruitment of 

Protestants to live in Maryland, the Calverts’ had always intended to use the colony to undermine 

English Protestantism and were in league with Rome to do so. Lloyd was not alone in his charges 

against the Calverts’ duplicity. Anne Arundel County was the primary region of Maryland where 

Virginia’s puritan population relocated. A petition of theirs (signed by Edward Lloyd and 

seventy-seven others) to Bennett and Claiborne in 1653 claimed they had been “invited and 

encouraged by Captain Stone” to relocate to Maryland with the promise of “enjoying the liberties 

of our Consciences in matter of Religion, and all other priviledges of English Subjects” only to 

then be subject to the new and illegal oaths. The petitioners misconstrued the oaths which called 

for loyalty to the proprietors per their original grant and their obligations to actively oppose any 

plots or actions against the proprietary government and claimed instead that they were being 

forced to “Swear absolute subjection to a Government, where the Ministers of State are bound by 

Oath to countenance and defend the Roman Popish Religions … and doth carry on an arbitrary 

power, so as whatever is done by the people at great costs in Assemblies…is liable to be made 

Null by the negative Voice of his Lordship.” They and other petitioners also claimed that their 

invitation to settle in Maryland was essentially a trap to convert and oppress them. They argued 

that it was only after having resolved their estates in Virginia and expended wealth in clearing 

land for themselves that the new oaths were sprung on them and they were put into an impossible 

situation of either taking the oaths or leaving the colony within three months and have their 

property seized (leaving the colony was required for those who refused the oaths however a fine 

or seizure of property was only for those who either remained past the three months or returned 

while still refusing the oaths).239 

239 Petition to Richard Bennett and William Claiborne, January 30, 1654 and Petition to Richard Bennett and 
William Claiborne, March 1, 1653 in Edward Lloyd, Virginia and Maryland, or the Lord Baltamore’s Printed Case 
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These claims were used by Bennett and Claiborne to force Stone to resign as governor 

and institute a new government that answered to themselves rather than Lord Baltimore. 

Interestingly, in their declaration, Bennett and Claiborne recognized the petitions they had 

received and stated that the Calverts had gone beyond their rights in issuing oaths to themselves 

personally, for not governing in the name of the Commonwealth (but rather citing the authority 

of King Charles I via their original grant), and vaguely for trampling on the religious rights of the 

residents, but none of the more egregious claims were actually cited. Bennett and Claiborne 

likely knew that Lord Baltimore, who resided in England, would strongly appeal their actions 

and to officially cite the more fantastic allegations would not hold up under scrutiny. However, 

despite surely knowing better, they never did refute the worst charges, but likely passed them 

along to London and cited the popular discontent of the populace as justification for 

overthrowing Maryland’s government. It would not have been hard to convince Protestant 

English colonists that the Calverts were up to no good as to varying degrees of openness the 

Catholic Church had engaged in stoking activity among English Catholics since the sixteenth 

century and the Jesuits had been a presence in Maryland until the 1640s. As is discussed later, it 

is likely Bennett and especially Claiborne were happy to take the opportunity to institute a 

government more favorable to their own interests, but beliefs about the Calverts’ motivations 

held strong sway.240 

In essence, the former puritans of Virginia had executed a takeover of Maryland. In 

addition to Bennett and Claiborne administering the colony, many other former Virginia puritans 

Uncased and Answered, 1655 in Narratives of Early Maryland, 218-222. Lloyd’s accusations were echoed in 
Leonard Strong’s 1655 pamphlet, Babylon’s Fall. 
240 Commission for the Administration of Justice in the Province of Maryland now Reduced…, August 8, 1654 in 
Archives of Maryland, Vol. 3, 311-313; John Bossy, “Reluctant Colonists: The English Catholics Confront the 
Atlantic,” in Early Maryland in a Wider World, edited by David B. Quinn (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
1982): 149-164; Jordan, Foundations of Representative Government in Maryland, 1632-1715, 34-47. 
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were named to various official posts. To govern the colony, ten men were named commissioners 

for the “Conservation of the Peace and publick administration of Justice.” Three of the ten were 

to be permanent commissioners and two of those three, Richard Preston and William Durand, 

had relocated from Nansemond, Virginia. Of the other seven commissioners at least two had also 

been among the puritan exodus to Maryland. When a new colonial assembly was formed by 

these same commissioners, its new speaker was Preston. Additionally, Durand would be named 

the colony’s Secretary of State.241 

Despite the absurdity of the accusations against Lord Baltimore and the likelihood that 

Bennett and Claiborne did not necessarily subscribe to those views, the commissioner-installed 

government from 1654-1657 began to persecute, albeit mildly by contemporary standards, 

Maryland’s Catholic population. First, upon the call for a new Assembly to meet following 

Stone’s removal from power in 1654 the commissioners specifically forbade anybody who 

fought against the Parliament during the wars and forbade Catholics from serving in the 

Assembly.242 Second, another “Act Concerning Religion” was passed in 1654 that removed any 

notion of religious toleration or liberty for the colony’s Catholics: “That none who profess…the 

Roman Catholick Religion can be protected in this Province by the Lawes of England formerly 

Established and yet unrepealed nor by the Government of the Commonwealth of England” and 

Catholics were to be “restrained from the Exercise thereof” of their religion. Further, the act 

upheld the right of Protestant Christians to profess and exercise their faith so long as they did not 

241 Acts and Orders of a Generall Assembly…October 20, 1654 in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 1, 339-356; 
Commission for the Administration of Justice in the Province of Maryland…, August 8, 1654 in Browne, Archives of 
Maryland Vol. 3, 311-313; Order for the Settling the Government of Maryland, July 22, 1654 in Browne, Archives of 
Maryland, Vol. 10, 226-228; Boddie, Seventeenth Century Isle of Wight, 58-59, 69 
242 Commission for the Administration of Justice in the Province of Maryland…, August 8, 1654 in Browne, Archives 
of Maryland, Vol. 3, 311-313. 
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intrude on the rights of others or disturbed the peace though “this Liberty be not Extended to 

popery.”243 

Since there was a significant Catholic population actually living in Maryland, this law 

was not an empty statement, and some measure of government persecution of Catholics occurred 

as a result. Following Stone’s attempt to reclaim the governorship in 1655, the commissioner 

government prosecuted many who had fought for Stone. Several of these people had their 

confessions as Roman Catholics recorded before being sentenced for their support. Their 

punishments tended to be heavy fines and forfeiture of property. Others were similarly punished 

for their support of Stone at the Battle of the Severn, but only Catholics appear to have been 

forced to put their faith on the record. There is no obvious evidence of extra punishment for 

being a Catholic, but being forced to declare oneself a Catholic openly in court was significant 

given that under the 1654 “Act Concerning Religion” openly professing or exercising 

Catholicism was forbidden.244 

Compared to many instances of religious persecution throughout history, Maryland’s 

Catholics could have suffered worse under the commissioners than they did, especially 

considering the rhetoric laid against them and Lord Baltimore. However, the laws essentially 

stripping Maryland Catholics of their much of their rights were made possible only by the influx 

of the energized and embattled Virginia puritan population. In courting the puritans, Lord 

Baltimore had made some attempts to make the colony friendlier to puritans, but his 1649 

religious laws essentially required new colonists to keep their religious practices and ideas quiet. 

While what Baltimore offered by law would have likely looked similar to the pre-Berkeley 

religious landscape of Virginia, wherein each locality essentially practiced however they wished 

243 An Act Concerning Religion, October 20, 1654 in in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. I, 340-341. 
244 Provincial Court Records, October 5, 1655 in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 10, 425-426, 429. 
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so long as no quarrels emerged, Lord Baltimore erred significantly by presenting his colony as a 

refuge while presenting himself in terms smacking of absolutism and cited royal backing as 

justification. In a 1653 pamphlet criticizing the actions of the commissioners and puritans (and 

having already asserted his loyalty to the Commonwealth), Lord Baltimore had to present a 

precarious argument that he should maintain his near-absolute control of Maryland while also 

claiming puritans were better off under his control rather than a now puritan-led Maryland or 

Virginia government.245 The Calverts’ arguments that they could be loyal English subjects and 

yet actively practice a different religion was still a notion that many English simply did not 

share. So upon arriving in Maryland the puritans saw a proprietor both claiming and possessing 

more power that Berkeley had along with both the proprietor and substantial segment of the 

population being Catholics, it should be of no surprise that many of them supported the 

overthrow of Maryland’s government. However, the puritans in Maryland composed a much 

larger segment of the population than in Virginia and they faced a far weaker government.246 

The Commonwealth government also played its own role in the chaos that enveloped 

Maryland during the 1650s. While the Council of State were undoubtedly friendly to the 

Chesapeake puritans, they were far more concerned with ensuring cooperative governments in 

Maryland and Virginia than they were in ensuring the viability and health of their respective 

puritan populations. The commissioners’ reduction of Virginia and Maryland to Commonwealth 

rule is seen by historians as an example of growing power of the English state. However, the 

actions of the commissioners, and Bennett and Claiborne especially, were reminiscent of the 

245 Cecil Calvert, Lord Baltimore, The Lord Baltemore’s Case, 1653 in Narratives of Early Maryland, 167-180. 
246 For an in-depth discussion of Maryland and the Calverts’ navigation of their competing identities as Catholics 
and English see both Antoinette Sutto, Loyal Protestants and Dangerous Papists, 2015 and John D. Krugler, English 
and Catholic, 2004. Both Sutto and Krugler argue that the Calverts were both progressive and out-of-step with 
their contemporaries in arguing that loyalty and membership in a particular country or nation could be separated 
from their religion. 
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actions of colonial leaders up to that point. They saw their commissions not simply as service to 

England but also as opportunities to advance their own interests. While it is impossible to 

ascertain what an earlier intervention by the puritan nobles might have achieved, the 

Commonwealth’s interventions were more focused on keeping the Chesapeake from becoming a 

source of royalist resistance to their regime.247 

The commissioners’ actions in Maryland were consistent with the Separatist puritan 

group’s strategy for using the Atlantic. Separatist settlement in the Chesapeake had been driven 

by the notion that economic success was vital to achieving religious reforms. Bennett and 

Claiborne had received their commissions from the Council of State on the basis of their 

economically derived political stature and they used that new authority to further enhance their 

economic interests. However, the interests of Bennett and Claiborne were not necessarily shared 

by the Council of State. 

After both the initial reduction of Maryland in 1652 and the overthrow of Stone and 

Baltimore’s authority over Maryland, the Council of State and Cromwell eventually reinstated 

Baltimore. In 1652, the commissioners justified the first, brief, removal of Stone on the basis that 

Maryland officials did not feel they could govern in the name of the Commonwealth given their 

oaths of office were to the proprietors. After a few months, the commissioners reinstated Stone 

and his Council on the basis that they wait further instructions from the Council of State.248 The 

Council of State did fully endorse Lord Baltimore’s governance of Maryland in August of 1652. 

One of the chief justifications was the sake of loyalty to the Commonwealth and the belief that 

he would produce stability in the colony: 

247 Pestana, The English Atlantic in an Age of Revolution, 1640-1661: 86-88, 99-103; Brenner, Merchants and 
Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s Overseas Traders, 1550-1653, 584-598. 
248 Reduction of Maryland, March 29, 1652 in Archives of Maryland, Vol. 10, 271-272; Reinstatement of Governor 
Stone, June 28, 1652 in Archives of Maryland, Vol. 10, 275-276. 
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4. Fourthly the Lord Baltemore haveing an estate, and his residence, in England, this 
Commonwealth will have a better assurance of the due obedience of that Plantation, and 
the Planters and Adventurers thither of haveing right done unto them, in case the 
Government thereof have still a dependance on him, and he upon this Commonwealth, as 
he had before on the late kinge, Then if the Government of that place, att so remote a 
distance, should be disposed of into other hands whoe had little or nothing here to be 
responsible for itt, and whose interest and residence were whollye there.249 

Essentially, the Council of State argued that because Lord Baltimore was in England he would be 

unable to escape punishment for mismanaging Maryland than if the colony were managed by 

those whose entire livelihood were contained in Maryland was both prescient, as later events 

would validate this logic, but also confirms that that their primary interest was obedience of the 

colony. 

The actions of both the commissioners and their critics show that the Bennett, Claiborne, 

and their allies used their positions to advance their own interests, particularly in regards to Kent 

Island. One of the more telling aspects of the initial reduction concerns the possible editing of 

their own commissions. Bennett and Claiborne claimed their commissions gave them the 

ultimate responsibility to ensure both Maryland and Virginia were loyal to the Commonwealth. 

However, critics argued that the commissioners were solely charged with reducing Virginia, but 

suggested that Bennett and Claiborne may have willfully misinterpreted their commissions to 

then include Maryland, as the appointment of Stone and giving refuge to Virginia’s puritans had 

proved the loyalty of Maryland to Parliament. When reinstating Stone, the commissioners stated 

that there some “misapprehension or misunderstanding” in Stone’s removal and they waited 

further instructions from England. While Baltimore’s claim was affirmed in 1652 and therefore 

Stone’s governorship was as well.250 

249 Reasons of State concerning Maryland in America, August 1652 in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 10, 280-
281. 
250 Refutation of Babylon’s Fall, by John Langford, 1655, Leah and Rachel, or, The Two Fruitfull Sisters, Virginia and 
Mary-land, John Hammond, 1656 both in Narratives of Early Maryland, edited by Clayton Coleman Hall. In both 
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Attempting to damage the reputation of Bennett and Claiborne, John Hammond argued 

that the commissioners were solely interested in ransacking the colony and religious concerns 

were merely a pretense: “But it was not religion, it was not punctilios they stood upon, it was that 

sweete, that rich, that large Country they aimed at; and therefore agrees amongst themselves to 

frame petitions, complaints, and subscriptions from those bandetoes (the said Bennett and 

Claiborne) to ease them of their pretended sufferings.”251 Bennett and Claiborne did not actually 

increase their holdings in Maryland during their time as commissioners. Bennett had received a 

plot of land prior to being named a commissioner and Claiborne focused on his familiar claims to 

Kent Island.252 Their focus on removing the proprietors’ grasp on the colony was evident by an 

attempt to confirm Claiborne’s hold on Kent Island and a renewed attempt to have Maryland 

placed under Virginia’s control. 

For his participation in Ingle’s Rebellion, Claiborne was specifically exempted from 

being able to claim land in Maryland even while other Virginians were being courted. About one 

month after Stone’s reinstatement in 1652 by the commissioners, Stone appointed several people 

to negotiate with the Susquehanna Indian nation with whom Maryland had clashed with in the 

Chesapeake Bay and Kent Island. Two of these were Richard Bennett and Edward Lloyd (and 

the rest would later serve the commissioner-led government of 1654-1657 in some official 

capacity), both Virginia puritans and associates of William Claiborne. At the same time, Stone 

removed Robert Vaughan as commander of the militia on Kent Island and gave Bennett 

pamphlets making this claim, they do not assert that either Bennett or Claiborne actually rewrote the 
commissions, but that the official commissions were somehow lost, while they either possessed earlier drafts of 
the commissions that included Maryland or had somehow gotten Maryland reinserted. No existing version of these 
commissions say Maryland but rather specify Virginia itself and “all of the plantations within the Bay of Chesopiack 
[Chesapeake].” 
251 John Hammond, Leah and Rachel, Or the Two Fruitfull Sisters Virginia and Maryland…, 1656 in Narratives of 
Early Maryland, 304. 
252 Boddie, Seventeenth Century Isle of Wight, 60. 
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exclusive right to summon Vaughan for supposed inability to defend others of Kent Island from 

the Susquehanna. Vaughan, a protestant, had been a servant to Leonard Calvert and eventually 

served nearly a decade in Maryland’s assembly and was known to be intensely loyal to Lord 

Baltimore.253 

The resulting treaty with the Susquehanna negotiated by Bennett, Lloyd, among others, 

concluded that the “English Nation shall have and hould and enjoy to them their heires and 

Assignes for Ever, all the land lying” around nearly the entirety of the Chesapeake Bay 

“Excepting the Ile of kent, and Palmers Islands which belongs to Captaine Clayborne.” This 

episode resembles a quid pro quo between Stone and the commissioners, but at this time the 

commissioners had essentially positioned themselves as the ultimate authority over Maryland 

given their commissions direct from the Council of State, despite still awaiting confirmation 

from the Council if reducing Maryland was the proper move. The immediate effect of this 

treaty’s recognition of Claiborne’s claim was underwhelming. The Council of State had at about 

the same time reaffirmed Lord Baltimore’s claim to Maryland as per the original charter and 

later that year another war with the Susquehanna broke out, leaving Claiborne’s claim to remain 

in limbo.254 

Following the 1654 overthrow of the Stone government and the defeat of Stone’s forces 

following the 1655 Battle of the Severn, Bennett, Claiborne, and Samuel Mathews were all in 

London attempting to convince Cromwell to decide in their favor. The commissioners’ allies 

repeated the claims of Lord Baltimore creating an oppressive Catholic regime and Baltimore’s 

allies claimed that the Virginians had behaved like unrestrained radicals or were motivated 

253 Council of Maryland Meeting, June 28, 1652 in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 3, 276-277; Jordan, 
Foundations of Representative Government in Maryland, 1632-1715, 41-42. 
254 Articles of Peace and Friendship with Indian Nation of Sasquesahanogh, July 5, 1652 in Archives of Maryland, 
Vol. 3, 277-278 
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simply by greed and had moved to exploit the circumstances to finally get their hands on 

Baltimore’s possessions. Mathews had been dispatched to London as an agent for Virginia and 

had already been making the case of returning Maryland to Virginia control. In the 1652 

affirmation of Baltimore’s claim to Maryland, the Parliament also responded to Matthew’s 

lobbying by stating that by keeping them separate the “Commonwealth will have the more power 

over both by making one an Instrument (as occasion shall require) to keep the other in their due 

obedience to this Commonwealth.”255 To the consternation of the wealthier Virginia puritans, the 

Parliament also recognized the role Maryland played as a place of refuge from Virginia for 

Parliamentary supporters during Berkeley’s time in power. Again, Parliament’s first priority was 

safeguarding its control over England and its possessions. Lord Baltimore himself had a strong 

case for his own commitment to the Commonwealth and Protectorate. While his personal 

leanings were almost certainly royalist, unlike Berkeley in Virginia he did not use his colony as a 

refuge for exiled royalists but rather offered a haven for puritans who were largely allied with 

Parliament.256 Despite not appreciably increasing their holdings in Maryland, the pursuit of 

Claiborne’s claims in the Chesapeake and the attempts unify the two colonies under Virginia rule 

were evidence that the commissioners used their position to advance the interests of Virginia’s 

merchant-planter elite. The two were also more focused on their lives in Virginia where Bennett 

was also governor and Claiborne secretary of state for the colony, where both men saw their 

landholdings increase dramatically during the 1650s and they would retain both their land and 

political influence as members of the governor’s council following Berkeley’s return in 1660. 

These actions in some ways validated the Separatist groups’ strategy for the Atlantic. Following 

255 Reasons of State concerning Maryland in America, August 1652 in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 10, 280-
281. 
256 The Lord Baltemore’s Case, 1653 in Narratives of Early Maryland, 179-180. 
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the reinstatement of the governor they had ousted, their increased economic and political stature 

had secured them a prominent place in Restoration Virginia. 

By 1656, Richard Bennett had joined Samuel Mathews in London to argue on behalf of 

their takeover of Maryland. In 1656, the Council of State had not decided wholly in favor of one 

or the other in the arguments between the commissioners and Baltimore, who repeatedly deferred 

the question before forcing the two sides to negotiate the terms of restoring Baltimore’s 

proprietorship. A compromise was reached wherein Baltimore’s proprietorship would be wholly 

restored, the 1649 version of the Act Concerning Religion would be reinstated, claims to land 

would be opened up more freely, and Baltimore’s earlier statutes singling out Claiborne would 

be dropped, though his claims to Kent Island were recognized (Claiborne was not present at the 

signing of the agreement between the commissioners and Baltimore). Essentially, the agreement 

restored the pre-1652 status quo with puritans Maryland welcomed, but under the condition that 

they largely keep to themselves. 257 At every turn, Parliament and Cromwell sided with the Lord 

Baltimore over their own commissioners and appeared to grow frustrated with the behavior of 

Bennett. In a January 1654 letter to Bennett, Cromwell chastised him for stoking opposition to 

Baltimore’s government and ordered him to continue to respect Baltimore’s government until a 

final decision would be made on the legal over Virginia’s claim to Maryland was decided by the 

Council of State: “for the preventing of disturbances or tumults thereof, do will and require 

you…, to forbear disturbing the lord Baltimore or his officers…and to permit all things to remain 

as they were before any disturbance or alteration made by you, or any other pretence of any 

257Acts made at a Generall Assembly…, April 27, 1657 in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. I, 369-377; Agreement 
between the Proprietary and Commissioners, November 30, 1657 in Browne, Archives of Maryland, Vol. 3, 332-
334; Order of the Council of State, July 31, 1656, Calendar of State Papers, Colonial, America and West Indies: 
Volume I, 1574-1660, ed. W. Noel Sainsbury (London: Her Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1860): 443-447. 
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authority from you, till the said differences above-mention’d be determined by us here.”258 

While the disputes would ultimately be settled by an agreement between the commissioners and 

Baltimore, whenever Cromwell and the Council of State weighed in on the commissioners’ 

actions they cited maintaining control and stability as the primary factor. 

Spiritually Adrift in Chesapeake Bay 

With the status quo in Maryland essentially returned in 1657 and Virginia in 1660, on 

paper the Chesapeake’s puritans would have made important if not revolutionary gains. 

Conformity in either colony was no longer heavily enforced and prominent leaders such as 

Bennett would remain politically influential. However, across nearly two decades of strife the 

Chesapeake’s puritan community was actually fractured and weakened to a degree that made 

their persistence as a viable community nearly impossible. The exodus to Maryland had drained 

Virginia’s historically puritan localities to such an extent that, as Kevin Butterfield noted, after 

1649 “there were no congregations in Virginia that could rightfully be called Puritan.”259 The 

New England puritans, who arguably played a major role in provoking the strife in the first 

place, quickly removed themselves from any assistance after 1643 cutting off perhaps the only 

realistic supply of able ministers. The Chesapeake puritans’ allies in Parliament during the 1640s 

and 1650s were both too slow to adequately intervene in curtailing Berkeley’s crackdown on 

them and when they did act, they were first focused on compelling obedience than they were 

“puritanizing” the Chesapeake. Bennett, Claiborne, and other leaders of the puritan community 

258 Oliver Cromwell to Richard Bennett, Jan. 12, 1654 in “Letters from Mr. Corker, 2 of 5” in A Collection of the 
State Papers of John Thurloe, Volume I, 1638-1653, ed. Thomas Birch (London, 1743), 721-733. 
259 Kevin Butterfield, “Puritans and Religious Strife in the Early Chesapeake,” 32. 
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following Thomas Harrison’s departure in 1648, following in the tradition of the likes of Edward 

Bennett decades earlier, saw increasing their political and economic standing as the key to 

making the colonies viable for the puritans to live in. 

Of all the contributing factors to the eventual dissipation of the puritan community (but 

not necessarily the disappearance of every individual puritan), the disappearance of an adequate 

ministry may have been the most consequential. With the departure of Harrison, the 

Chesapeake’s puritans who had attempted to emulate New England’s Congregationalists were 

deprived of any real significant spiritual leadership. William Durand stayed with the community 

in Maryland, but as a lay preacher who likely preferred to assist a minister rather than lead 

himself, these Chesapeake puritans would end up both divided and without spiritual direction. 

By the 1650s, neither Virginia nor Maryland had any method of producing ministers themselves. 

Any parish, whether it was a conforming Anglican congregation or a puritan one, were mostly 

reliant on convincing ministers from elsewhere to relocate. These mostly came from England as 

most other colonies had their own shortages. Even once Berkeley was ousted from the 

governorship, Virginia still retained most of the conditions that had made it difficult to recruit 

and maintain ministers since its founding. Similarly, even with Maryland’s official religious 

toleration and even pursuit of Virginia’s puritans to relocate to Maryland, the colony was tainted 

in many minds by Catholicism and faced many of the same structural difficulties in securing 

ministers as did Virginia.260 

Similar to much of Virginia’s history, there are few insights into the regular religious 

practices of the puritans who settled in Maryland. A letter written sometime around 1649-1652 

by a puritan couple addressed to the “Ministers of Jesus Christ in N England” and contained in 

260 For basic conditions affecting the maintenance of ministers and churches in the Chesapeake see Horn, Adapting 
to a New World, 400-406. 
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the papers of John Cotton suggests that the puritans in Maryland were actively suffering from a 

lack of guidance: “Concerning the differences in Judgment amongst us here at Providence261 

truly so it is that wee are…very weake & darke in the things of god, many things have been held 

forth in publike and affirmed to bee the teachings of god, but being nott cleare to vs by scripture 

wee dare not so rec[i]eve them…”262 The Burles go on to state some of their general beliefs 

which suggests that Maryland’s puritans quickly began to stray from whatever teachings they 

may have received from the New England puritans. Many of these beliefs were strictly at odds 

with core tenets of Congregationalist beliefs. In particular, they expressed a number of 

antinomian views. First, the Burles state they no longer participated in singing psalms because it 

was “affirmed that now Christ is coming to destroy all formes of worshipp.”263 The notion that 

Christ’s sacrifice made any prescribed form of worship, whether liturgical or based on Scripture, 

unnecessary was considered dangerous by many puritans who believed it violated the need for 

lifelong internal struggle over one’s own faith and pursuit of godliness. Even more alarming, the 

Burles stated that “God seeth no sinne in his people” and “they shall have such a fulnes[s] & 

presence of Christ in spiritt that they shall desire no more of the spiritt, that all their workes are 

done by Christ for them…so that now a saint hath nothing to do nor act for it is done for 

them.”264 These statements violated the very core of puritan belief. It undermined predestination 

261 Providence, MD – now Annapolis. 
262 Robert and Mary Burle to “Ministers of Jesus Christ in N England,” 1649-1652? In The Correspondence of John 
Cotton, 489-496. A more complete elaboration of the contents of this letter can be seen in the editorial note 
accompanying this letter in The Correspondence of John Cotton. 
263 Robert and Mary Burle to “Ministers of Jesus Christ in N England,” 1649-1652? In The Correspondence of John 
Cotton, 489-496. 
264 Robert and Mary Burle to “Ministers of Jesus Christ in N England,” 1649-1652? In The Correspondence of John 
Cotton, 489-496. 
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and the puritans’ emphasis on the inherently sinful nature of man in addition to the implication 

that people were freed from any religious obligations on Earth.265 

With the Chesapeake puritans essentially left adrift spiritually and their fairly quick turn 

to views compatible with Quakers it is no coincidence that in subsequent decades Quakers began 

to make serious inroads into formerly puritan communities in both Maryland and Virginia, with 

William Durand reported to have become a Quaker at some point during this time period.266 

Richard Bennett and many of the Nansemond puritans would also become Quakers, beginning in 

the 1660s and especially with George Fox’s arrival in 1672.267 The significance of Durand’s 

apparent conversion is significant and testifies to the effect of dearth of spiritual guidance. 

Durand was almost certainly the driving force behind the largely Separatist Virginia puritan 

community’s turn toward New England Congregationalism. However, with New England unable 

or unwilling to provide effective guidance and Harrison’s decision not to remain with the 

Chesapeake puritans the rigid structures and discipline required for Congregationalism to take 

hold were absent. This dynamic in addition to the Burles’s description of a community unable to 

penetrate Biblical scripture likely made them all the more eager to embrace Quaker beliefs that 

did not require the level of rigorous study of scripture required by New England 

Congregationalism. While the entire Chesapeake suffered from a severe and chronic shortage of 

ministers throughout the entire seventeenth century (to such an extent that James Horn described 

a post-1660 “’desacralization’ of the Chesapeake”), whether puritan or Anglican, the regions of 

265 For a succinct description of antinomian views and their relationship to puritan views see David R. Como, Blown 
by the Spirit: Puritanism and the Emergence of an Antinomian Underground in Pre-Civil-War England (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2004): 33-36. 
266 Kenneth L. Carroll, “Elizabeth Harris, the Founder of American Quakerism,” Quaker History 57, no. 2 (Autumn 
1968): 99-101, 103-106. 
267Boddie, Seventeenth Century Isle of Wight County, Virginia, 111-123. 
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Maryland and Virginia that had previously had the strongest puritan presences later saw the 

strongest Quaker inroads made.268 

The Chesapeake’s puritans were especially susceptible to drift towards Quakerism in the 

religious vacuum created there. As already discussed, the Chesapeake puritans were originally 

Separatists but after several decades became interested in New England Congregationalism. 

Thus, an evolution in practice and belief was already acceptable to them. Also, as every shade of 

puritanism rejected episcopacy, puritans generally required a high level of direct and intense 

engagement with Scripture. However, the aid and guidance of a minister was a necessity, as the 

Burles themselves complained in Maryland and Durand and others stated in their 1642 petitions 

for puritan ministers. Without enough dedicated puritan ministers it was exceedingly difficult for 

the Chesapeake’s puritans to maintain themselves as such. 

268 Horn, Adapting to a New World, 394-406; Horn does not describe a decline in religious belief, but rather a 
decline in uniformity and institutional loyalty to any kind of religious establishment; For a brief description of the 
general difficulties faced by Maryland colonists in sustaining their religious practices and education see Lois Green 
Carr, Russell R. Menard, and Lorena S. Walsh, Robert Cole’s World: Agriculture and Society in Early Maryland 
(Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, by the University of North Carolina 
Press, 1991): 147-150. Chapter 7 of Rachel L. Monroy, “On the Trade Winds of Faith” does an excellent job tracing 
the success of Quaker conversions in puritan communities of the Atlantic outside of New England, including tracing 
the conversion of many individual puritans to Quakerism. 
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Chapter V 
Godliness on the Isle of Devils: Bermuda’s Puritans and the Eleutheran Venture 

Bermuda occupies a complicated place within the history of colonial puritanism. 

Bermuda has a plausible claim as the “most puritan” colony outside of New England, even 

though Virginia likely had more puritan colonists, it was not founded as a puritan venture like 

New England or Providence Island, and though members of the puritan nobles wielded 

substantial influence they did not have total control over the Bermuda Company.269 Bermuda had 

a substantial puritan population from its earliest years and likely lasted until the 1670s or 1680s. 

The puritan nobles were the most influential group involved in Bermuda, but all three puritan 

groups who sought to use the Atlantic to stimulate the reformation of England intersected with 

Bermuda at some point. This dynamic makes Bermuda an excellent place through which to view 

the interaction between, and consequences of, the competing Atlantic strategies employed by 

puritans. 

By the early 1640s, Bermuda had become a hotbed of religious conflict as members of its 

puritan community renounced the Church of England and formed an Independent congregation. 

Following years of conflict with hostile Bermudans, the group was all but exiled where they 

founded a new colony on Eleuthera island in the Bahamas. The colony struggled and most of its 

puritans eventually returned to Bermuda by the end of the 1650s wherein they largely agreed to 

observe the colony’s conformist, though not terribly strict, religious establishment. Both the 

puritan nobles and New England puritans helped create the conditions for this episode in 

269 The English officially renamed Bermuda the “Somers Isles,” and the colony’s managing joint-stock company was 
officially known as the “The London Company of the Somers Isles,” Bermuda and Somers Isles were often used 
interchangeably, so for the sake of clarity and except for quotations, “Bermuda” is preferred term in this 
dissertation. Additionally, the Bermuda Company will also be used rather than the variations of “Company of the 
Somers Isles.” 
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Bermuda’s puritan history. The puritan nobles had long worked to send puritan colonists and 

ministers to Bermuda, giving the colony a strong puritan bent from the colony’s early years. The 

New England puritans became a source of inspiration for the Bermuda puritans to create their 

Congregationalist Independent church. 

However, the Independent congregations acted outside of the framework envisioned by 

their “patron” groups. Bermuda is a fascinating lens to view the interaction of the three puritan 

groups where none of the groups were necessarily dominant. Bermuda puritans themselves were 

not necessarily part of these groups, despite the puritan nobles’ active involvement.270 Therefore, 

Bermuda’s puritan population demonstrates how differing puritan strategies for using the 

Atlantic both responded to the larger crisis caused the English Civil War, interacted with 

Bermuda’s own particular circumstances, but also how a substantial population of puritans that 

did not necessarily fall into the Separatists, New England puritans, or puritan nobles groups 

reacted to those respective strategies. The puritan nobles hoped they would avoid controversy 

until a religious settlement in England would be reached, while the New England puritans 

believed the Eleutheran venture’s charter was dangerously tolerant. Additionally, the disruptions 

caused by the English Civil War, the limitations of the puritan nobles’ political influence, and the 

preference of both the puritan nobles and Commonwealth governments for stability over 

immediate reforms in the colonies all helped contribute to the general decline of Bermuda’s 

270 Both Alison Games and Heather Miyano Kopelson have criticized some historians’ search for some measure of 
self-identification before classifying a colony as puritan. However, Bermuda differs as while its puritans were 
usually placed there via the puritan nobles’ influence, individual Bermuda puritans did not go there necessarily as 
part of like-minded active group(s) as did most of Virginia Separatists and the New England puritans. Providence 
Island’s colonists were not even always puritans, but the colony itself was intended explicitly to be a puritan 
venture under the puritan nobles. See Games, Migrations and the Origins of the English Atlantic World, 134; 
Games, review of Providence Island, 1630-1641: The Other Puritan Colony, by Karen Ordahl Kupperman, The 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History 26, no. 3 (Winter, 1996): 488-489; Heather Miyano Kopelson, “Confessional 
Spatiality in the Puritan Atlantic,” 268-270. 
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assertive population.271 Additionally, the choices made during this episode by members of the 

puritan nobles, the New England puritans, and the Chesapeake’s puritan population (founded by 

Separatists, this group opted not to join the Eleutheran venture), demonstrated the influence each 

group’s Atlantic strategy had on their behavior and further reveal significant divisions between 

puritans throughout the Atlantic.272 

This chapter centers around the formation of an Independent congregation on Bermuda 

during the early 1640s, the subsequent years of conflict, and eventually the exile of that 

congregation to Eleuthera island in the Bahamas. There were two major phases of this narrative. 

The first phase involves the renunciation of the Church of England by three ministers in either 

1643 or 1644 through the middle years of that decade. During this time, Bermuda’s colonial 

government, censured, arrested, and confined the ministers and many of their followers. The first 

phase demonstrates how the puritan nobles’ belief that they themselves would guide England’s 

religious reforms and their conception of the colonies as strictly subsidiary to their own efforts in 

England were detrimental to Bermuda’s puritans.273 

271 Michael J. Jarvis gives a detailed overview of Bermuda’s relationship to the English Atlantic, and seventeenth 
century Atlantic generally. According to Jarvis, Bermuda was central to English colonial networks and had deep 
connections to just all parts of the seventeenth century English Atlantic. Jarvis, In the Eye of All Trade, 2010: 
Introduction and Chapter I. 
272 Bermuda’s religious upheavals of the 1640s and 1650s have often been discussed in the context of a larger set 
of conflicts, such as the Civil War, or as caught between more substantial puritan groups. This dissertation still 
places a substantial emphasis on outside influences but emphasizes the importance of Bermuda’s particular history 
and experience shaped Bermuda’s puritans and frustrated the other puritan groups’ Atlantic strategies. For 
examples of Bermuda’s puritan controversies in a Civil War context see, Alison Games, Migrations and the Origins 
of the English Atlantic, 156-162; Pestana, The English Atlantic in an Age of Revolution, 75-85; Pestana, Protestant 
Empire, 87-88; Robert Brenner, Merchants and Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s 
Overseas Traders, 1550-1653 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993): 113-116. Michael P. Winship 
discusses the Eleuthera episode in the context of his broad argument of that Congregationalism forced a division in 
English puritanism that all but doomed its chances for success, Hot Protestants, 3-4 (for Congregationalist 
argument), and Eleuthera discussion see pages 74-75. 
273 See chapter II for a more elaborate discussion of the puritan nobles’ views on the Atlantic. See pp. 110 in which 
members of the Providence Island Company in 1641 explain to colonists that they were going to be turning their 
attentions towards events in England. 
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The second phase involves the exile of much of Bermuda’s puritan and their attempt to 

form a new colony on the island of Eleuthera in the Bahamas from about 1647 until the early 

1650s. In settling in the Bahamas, the colony suffered from the destruction of much of their 

supplies and appealed to the New England puritans’ assistance. They raised an enormous sum of 

money for relief, but deliberately worked to prevent puritans leaving Virginia from resettling in 

the Bahamas because the new colony’s charter explicitly forbade the government from any role 

in church affairs. This phase demonstrates the limitations of the New England puritans’ strategy 

of creating a model puritan society as the Eleutherans integrated ideas considered dangerous by 

the New England puritans. Additionally, the second phase will further highlight the difficulties 

faced by the puritan nobles in supporting the Eleutheran exiles. 

The Bermuda Company’s governing structure was finalized in the early 1620s and hopes 

for the colony were similar those for its parent colony, Virginia. The Bermuda Company’s 

governing structures largely resembled the Virginia Company’s. Many of the most prominent 

members of the puritan nobles, including the Earl of Warwick, Earl of Manchester, Lord Say and 

Sele, and Lord Brooke were all major investors in the Bermuda Company. These four especially, 

were among England’s most avid proponents of colonization and especially leaders in pushing 

puritan colonization throughout the Atlantic. However, the puritan nobles tended to favor 

stability and accommodation rather than throw their full weight behind their puritan friends on 

Bermuda. During the 1640s, the puritan nobles were often preoccupied by their roles as 

Parliamentary leaders during the English Civil War and thus were often unable to utilize their 

positions in the Bermuda Company to safeguard the Independent congregation on Bermuda. 

Additionally, the Company’s governing structure stifled the colony’s puritans’ 

momentum. The Company headquarters were based in London, and was governed by its largest 
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shareholders who held ultimate authority over any of Bermuda’s affairs. The Company’s leaders 

in London appointed its governors and had the final say on who could serve as colonial officials, 

including ministers, though the colony did have a representative assembly. Because of the 

distance between London and Bermuda, government on Bermuda could wield a significant 

amount of power as decisions could not be overturned for a matter of months or it could result in 

confusion as the government on Bermuda would be unsure what course of action they were 

allowed to take. This dynamic often kept Bermuda’s government and colonists in an ambiguous 

position as their decisions could be overturned.274 

Having been formed as an offshoot of the Virginia Company, Bermuda’s charter 

stipulated that the island would conform to normal Church of England practices, often putting 

puritan ministers or the local government themselves into awkward positions. However, puritan 

ministers regularly tested the limits of the colony’s adherence to conformity, but the small 

amount of caution exhibited by Lewis Hughes early on, gave way in the 1630s and early 1640s, 

to a much more aggressive stance in criticizing Anglican Church practices and openly 

disregarding them.275 In either 1643 or 1644, ministers Nathaniel White, Patrick Copeland, and 

William Golding publicly announced they were renouncing their positions as ministers of the 

Church of England and declared themselves in congregation. 276 

274 Hallett, introduction to Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, vol. I, 1612-1669: vii-xv. 
275 Petition to the Earl of Dorset, 1639 in J.H. Lefroy, Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement of the 
Bermudas or Somers Islands, 1515-1685: Vol. I, 1515-1652 (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1877): 558-560; 
Richard Norwood to the Governor and Company, 28 Feb. 1642 in Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement 
of Bermudas, vol. I, 569-576. 
276 The only surviving account that gives an indication of the date when the Independent congregation was formed 
comes from William Prynne’s pamphlet, A Fresh Discovery of Some Prodigious New Wandering Blasing Stars, & 
Fire-Brands, Stiling Themselves New-Lights…., (London, 1645). The pamphlet contains the text of petitions and 
writings of Bermuda colonists opposed to the congregation. One letter, dated May 14, 1645 claimed the 
“Independent Church was set up here [Bermuda] the last year…” However, the pamphlet contains another 
reprinted critique, “An Advertisement to such here as have care of the Conservation of true Religion,” by Richard 
Norwood, dated March 1, 1643 (n.s.) describes the congregation as having already been formed. 
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Puritans and Controversy in Early Bermuda 

Bermuda’s ministers had often tested the limits of the colony’s commitment to 

conformity. Bermuda’s early decades foreshadowed the puritan nobles’ later struggles in 

Providence Island in balancing the priorities of creating a profitable colony while working to 

foster a godly society. Bermuda was founded under the jurisdiction of the Virginia Company, 

and after 1615 an independent joint-stock company was created for Bermuda and nearly all of 

the Bermuda Company’s original membership were also part of the Virginia Company. Having 

received a similar charter as Virginia, Bermuda was bound to conform to the Church of 

England.277 However, Bermuda had a much more visible puritan population than did Virginia. 

While the largely Separatist-founded puritan community was able to persist in Virginia due to its 

decentralized political structure and substantial amount of local control over religious affairs, the 

puritan community there was essentially forced to keep a low profile to avoid potentially 

damaging attention. While Separatists certainly settled in Bermuda, they do not appear to have 

done so in the numbers or settled in their own communities as they did in Virginia.278 Somewhat 

inversely, a puritan population was able to exist on Bermuda largely because members of the 

puritan nobles sponsored puritan colonists and ministers, Bermuda was founded before the 

divide between “mainstream” puritans and Anglicans opened up in the 1620s and 1630s, and 

Bermuda itself was often overshadowed by the prominence of other English colonies which 

shielded it from unwanted attention. 

277 Wesley Frank Craven, “An Introduction to the History of Bermuda, I: Bermuda’s Place in the New World of the 
Seventeenth Century.” The William and Mary Quarterly 17, no. 2 (Apr., 1937): 193-195. 
278 See chapter I for further explanation of puritans in early Virginia. Trade and family ties between Virginia and 
Bermuda were common and included many puritans, including Separatists. See Hatfield, Atlantic Virginia, chap. 5 
passim., for a general discussion of the networks anchored by Virginia’s puritans. Also see Monroy, “On the Trade 
Winds of Faith,” for a more thorough discussion of Separatist ties throughout the Atlantic. 
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From the 1610s through the 1630s, the puritan nobles had deliberately worked to fill 

grow Bermuda’s puritan population as much as possible. However, they wanted to ensure that no 

religious controversies would arise in Bermuda. Robert Rich, an early Bermuda colonists 

overseeing the Rich family estates, reminded Sir Nathaniel Rich about the need to tread 

carefully: “Your desier [desire] I know is to have religion to bee planted amonge us, where God 

may bee worshipped, which should bee the first foundation of all our proceedinges, which 

behoveth you…to have a speciall respect, not to send any but those that are of honest and 

discreet Carraige.”279 Similar to their experience with Providence Island, the puritan nobles 

supported sending puritan minister to Bermuda (including many who run into conflict with the 

Anglican Church), yet expected they would not polarize the colony despite the requirement that 

ministers serve everybody in their assigned parishes.280 

One of the first ministers for Bermuda, Lewis Hughes, demonstrates the puritan nobles’ 

dilemma in working to spread puritanism without provoking any controversy that could endanger 

their control of the colony. One of the accusations that helped bring about the collapse of the 

Virginia Company, and wielded by the Rich family themselves, was that Sir Edwin Sandys had 

used his position to fill Virginia with disloyal Separatists.281 Hughes had been controversial in 

England and had been removed from his parish by the Bishop of London over a witchcraft trial 

in which Hughes participated in the exorcism of the cursed woman. Hughes quickly disregarded 

many Anglican practices, proudly conveying this to the Rich family: “The ceremonies are in no 

279 Robert Rich to Sir Nathaniel Rich, March 2, 1618 in The Rich Papers: Letters from Bermuda, 1615-1646, 73. 
280 In 1618, Bermuda was divided into four parishes with one minister assigned to each, however Bermuda rarely 
had a full contingent of ministers. Ministers were still expected to cover the entire island during periods of 
shortage. Prior to 1618, there were two ministers simply at either end of the colony expected to serve the entire 
colony. Wesley Frank Craven, “An Introduction to the History of Bermuda, VI: The Revised Plan of Settlement,” 
The William and Mary Quarterly 18, no. 1 (Jan., 1938): 15-17. 
281 See Chapter I for an overview of the controversies around Sandy’s treatment with the Separatists. 
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request, nor the booke of common pra[y]er, I use it not at all.”282 Hughes’s enthusiasm was 

overstated as many colonists did complain about being deprived of traditional Anglican services. 

However, the major concern with Hughes was that he would attract unwanted attention 

from the Anglican church. Two governors, Daniel Tucker in 1617, and Nathaniel Butler in 1621, 

expressed their frustrations about Hughes to Nathaniel Rich. Tucker complained that Hughes 

intended to create his form of worship but “this I am forced to permitt for quietness sake and in 

respect of my want [of ministers], for it I should Contradict him in it I feare he is of so peevish a 

Disposition that we should be quite without the service of God.”283 Tucker’s complaint also 

revealed the difficulties created by the puritan nobles, who often did not send enough ministers 

which exacerbated the problems that arose if one of them adopted a controversial stance. 

Governor Nathaniel Butler, later brokered a compromise between Hughes and another minister, 

who were both eschewing different Anglican practices, but also quarreled with each other over 

their styles of ministry: “I have stickled [mediated] between them…wishinge them to be very 

wary, least their differences groweinge publick and hott, procure directions and injunctions from 

England, that may distaste them both.”284 Both governors, though Tucker was less friendly to 

nonconformity in general, were primarily concerned with the consequences of attracting the 

Anglican Church’s gaze. Though Hughes’s tenure was before the puritan nobles carved out their 

more oppositional stance to the Church of England that they would in the latter 1620s and 1630s, 

the conflicts with Hughes also foreshadowed a weakness in the puritan nobles’ strategy for using 

the Atlantic to achieve the Church of England’s reformation. 

282 Wesley Frank Craven, introduction to “Lewis Hughes’ “Plaine and Trve Relation of the Goodnes of God Towards 
the Sommer Ilands,” The William and Mary Quarterly 17, no. 1 (Jan., 1937): 69-71; Lewis Hughes to Sir Nathaniel 
Rich, 19 May 1617, in Ives, The Rich Papers, 9-11. 
283 Daniel Tucker to Sir Nathaniel Rich, March 10, 1618 in The Rich Papers, 100. 
284 Nathaniel Butler to Sir Nathaniel Rich, January 12, 1618 in The Rich Papers, 228. 
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In the few years leading up to their declaration of Bermuda’s independent church, 

Nathaniel White, William Golding, and Patrick Copeland had begun to generate complaints over 

their flouting of Anglican practices. In 1639, many Bermudans began complaining about the 

practices of its ministers. In 1639, the Earl of Dorset, a leading member of the Bermuda 

Company and not a puritan, wrote to Bermuda Governor Thomas Chaddocke that he had 

received complaints that many on Bermuda including its ministers were non-conformists and 

opposed to “the Government and Desipline of the Church of England.” He also specifically 

emphasized that ministers adhere to official practices including: use of the Book of Homilies and 

Book of Common Prayer, kneeling to receive communion, and adhere to the ceremony for the 

signing of the cross, and urged Bermuda’s government to enforce their use.285 However, two 

letters of rebuke were sent by Bermuda Company officials (both on Bermuda and from some in 

London) that same year. These responses are dated prior to Dorset’s letter mentioned above, 

likely indicating that there were other pieces of correspondence that no longer survive. These 

two responses contain some interesting rebukes that allow us to view what controversy there was 

on Bermuda. In a letter to Dorset directly, some Company members argued that not only were 

the ministers reliably conforming, but that there was no deliberate effort to rid the island of 

conforming ministers. Additionally, this letter defended Nathaniel White and Robert Golding by 

name, both of whom would lead the Independent church several years later.286 

285 Earl of Dorset to Governor and Council of Bermuda, 4 September 1639, Memorials of the Discovery and Early 
Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. I 560 
286 Company letter to Earl of Dorset, 30 August 1639, Lefroy vol. I 558-559 and Quarter Court “statement”, 27 
November 1639, Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement of the Bermudas, 560-561. 
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The Founding of Bermuda’s Independent Church, 1640-1645 

In January of 1643 or 1644 White, Golding, and Copeland renounced the Church of 

England and declared that they had formed their own church. White, Golding, and Copeland 

partially justified their separation by their enthusiasm for congregationalism. The Independents 

on Bermuda admitted they had been directly inspired by the Congregationalists of New England, 

as did the New England puritans themselves, and this fact was often employed by their critics.287 

While the Congregationalists never endorsed actual separation from the Church of England, 

White, Golding, and Copeland justified their separation on the same core principles: that no 

person on earth can actually speak for God, and therefore cannot claim authority over religious 

practice in the name of God, and the only way to both foster progress towards the most truthful 

interpretation of the Bible and safeguard against faulty interpretations and corruptive influences, 

each congregation ought to be independent in choosing ministers and manner of worship.288 New 

England’s influence was not only significant for the resulting turbulence in Bermuda, but it 

demonstrates a clash between their Atlantic strategy with that of the puritan nobles, who had 

long been the dominant influence over Bermuda’s puritan population and hoped to avoid 

colonial religious controversy as they sought to guide England’s religious reformation from 

England itself. 

287 Patrick Copeland to John Winthrop September 7, 1647, Winthrop Papers, vol. V, 182-185; Winthrop, October 
20, 1648, The Journal of John Winthrop, 719-721; Richard Pinder, The Spirit of Error, Found and Discovered, in the 
accounted pastors and teachers of the island of Bermuda (London, 1660); Prynne, Fresh Discoveries, 47. Also, 
Alison Games argued pointed that the Bermudan Independents’ radical posture and New England’s hand in 
inspiring it was the direct result of influx of radical or radical-leaning puritans into the Atlantic during the 1630s. 
Games, Migration and the Origins of the English Atlantic World, chap. 5. 
288 Nathaniel White, Truth Gloriously Appearing…Or, A vindication of the practice of the church of Christ in the 
Summer-Islands…. (London, 1645). 
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Initially, Bermuda’s troublesome, and later Independent, ministers were adequately 

protected by the Company. Prior to their separation, the Company strongly defended White and 

Golding from accusations of non-conformity. Responding to the inquiries by the Earl of Dorset 

in 1639 Company officials in London not only denied that the White and Golding had been 

ignoring Anglican Church practice but they also went so far as to censure and consider 

disciplinary action against a Company member who apparently informed the Archbishop of 

Canterbury of non-conformity on Bermuda.289 Similarly, Richard Norwood claimed to have been 

called before the assize court in Bermuda to answer for his apparent campaign to stifle the 

practices of the ministers. Unfortunately, a gap in the assize court records prevents knowing what 

transpired as a result of the charges supposedly brought against him, however it is likely nothing 

significant occurred as Norwood continued to live and work as a surveyor and agent on Bermuda 

until the 1670s. While there is no evidence that any significant punishment was rendered in 

either incident, the Company was certainly using pressure to defend the conduct of its 

ministers.290 

The Bermuda Company and the puritan nobles continued to protect the colony’s 

separating ministers during the initial few years of the Independent congregation. William Sayle, 

the likely governor291 at the time of the churches creation, supported the new church and he 

allowed the congregation to continue operating. Additionally, the Bermuda Company’s puritan 

leaders were at the zenith of their political power. In 1643 the Earl of Warwick was named 

289 Quarter Court “statement,” 27 November 1639, Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement of the 
Bermudas, vol. I, 560-561. 
290 Richard Norwood to the Governor and Company, 28 February, 1642, in Memorials of the Discovery and Early 
Settlement of the Bermudas, Vol. I, 569-576. Norwood’s Petition to the Bermuda Company in Prynne, A Fresh 
Discovery. 
291 William Sayle was governor from 1641-1645, though there was a period from at least April 1642 to July 1643 
when Josias Forster served as governor. Sayle resumed as governor at the latest by December 22, 1643. See 
Hallett, Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company vol. I, 252. 
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“Governor in Chief and Lord Admiral” of England’s colonies in the Americas with other puritan 

nobles members and Bermuda Company leaders the Earl of Manchester and Lord Say and Sele 

all serving on Warwick’s council. Additionally, the Earl of Manchester was serving as a general 

in the Parliamentary army and Lord Say was continuing his leadership in Parliament. Despite the 

early support of the Bermuda Company and its prominent puritan leadership in England, the 

Independent congregation continued to cause controversy. Richard Norwood persisted in making 

known his complaints towards the new church and continued to write as such. Eventually, 

several of his letters ended up being published in a 1645 pamphlet by William Prynne, the 

prominent English puritan lawyer who opposed Independent churches seeing Parliament’s 

sovereignty over the Church of England as absolute. Prynne’s pamphlet, A Fresh Discovery of 

Some Prodigious and New Wandering-Blasing-Stars…(1645), both helps to understand the 

extent of the controversy on Bermuda and shows that Bermuda’s religious environment was of 

some significance outside of those directly involved.292 

Prynne vigorously attacked the new church in this pamphlet, basing most of his 

arguments on the notion that Independent churches had no basis in either Scripture or English 

law and relied on information that was most likely hyperbole concerning the actual practices of 

the church’s ministers. First, Prynne did not attack most of the basic tenets underlying the 

Independent Bermuda church, but rather suggested it was merely an usurpation of authority by 

the ministers. Prynne contended that the ministers simply wanted more power for themselves. He 

argued that since the Westminster Assembly of Divines could have still settled on a 

congregationalist settlement that it was premature for Bermuda’s ministers to take such dramatic 

action. Prynne charged the ministers with lying to their followers in order to gain personal 

292 Prynne, A Fresh Discovery. 
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prestige. Prynne cites John Calvin’s writings about being skeptical of any person claiming to 

know the will of God. Prynne even compared the ministers to Black Legend Spain by claiming 

that White, Golding, and Copeland were leading their followers into Satan’s arms in much the 

same way the Spanish had been tricking the Native Americans into following Satan through 

Catholic conversion.293 

However, Prynne doubled down on the power-grab argument, repeating a claim that 

would later lead to formal accusation of treason for Nathaniel White. Prynne asserted that the 

Bermuda ministers had claimed that no earthly authority applied to them whatsoever in 

ecclesiastical matters and had declared themselves as “supreame heads under Christ of their 

severall Churches.”294 Whether intentional or not, this claim was surely exaggerated. White 

himself directly refuted this charge with the far more commonly held belief that it was 

inappropriate for civil authority to dictate a manner of worship, but rather each individual 

congregation “hath from Christ absolute power to exercise of and in it self every Ordinance of 

God.”295 However, the charge of tyrannous behavior on the part of the Bermuda ministers was 

not isolated to Prynne. In his own pamphlet, Prynne cited a petition sent by disgruntled colonists 

on Bermuda that reiterated that claim, and in 1648 a formal indictment against White was 

brought in Bermuda’s assize court charging that White was usurping the King’s authority by 

declaring himself supreme head of the church, though after a hearing at Company headquarters 

in London later that year, he was exonerated.296 

293 Prynne, A Fresh Discovery, 1645. 
294 Prynne, A Fresh Discovery, 1645: 13. 
295 Nathaniel White, Truth Gloriously Appearing, 1645. 
296 Assize Court, Jan, 1648, Council Meeting, Feb., 1648, and Council Meeting, March, 29, 1648 in Bermuda under 
the Sommer Islands Company, 275, 279-280 
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In addition to the Bermuda Company, Parliament was generally supportive of the new 

Independent Church. In 1643, the Earl of Warwick had been made Governor-in-Chief and Lord 

Admiral of all of England’s American possessions along with the fellow Bermuda Company 

members the Earl of Manchester, Lord Say and Say, along with former members of the 

Providence Island Company Sir Gilbert Gerrard, Sir Benjamin Rudyerd, and John Pym as 

members of his council, who were also active members of Parliament. At the same time that 

Warwick that Warwick assumed his leadership over the colonies and leadership over the 

Parliamentary navy, the Earl of Manchester had become a leading general in the Parliamentary 

army. The puritan nobles leading the Bermuda Company were arguably at the height of their 

power and influence in national politics, but still faced a number of problems in fully supporting 

the Independents of Bermuda. While the 1640s saw a large amount of English people 

challenging the idea of an official state church the act of separating from the Church of England 

remained a point of contention, even among many puritans. Critics of the Bermuda 

Independents, such as Prynne, were often avid puritans themselves. The Company, its members, 

and even Parliament received complaints that ranged from outright denunciation of the 

Independents as sinful blasphemers to merely complaining that their actions had caused misery 

in the colony.297 

Just as Prynne reported, the Company and Parliament received petitions that claimed the 

Independents were pushing to unjust ends. A pair of petitions sent to the Company and 

Parliament following the 1644 order for respect of conscience, repeated the accusation that 

White had declared himself second only to Jesus Christ as a church leader and also claimed 

White stated that he would ignore any law, order, or declaration from any earthly authority. In 

297 Earl of Warwick, A Declaration of the Right Honourable Robert, Earle of Warwicke…. (London, 1644). 
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another widely shared sentiment, they also complained about the lack of ministers and said it was 

impossible to adequately fulfill the spiritual needs of the colony. This problem was further 

compounded by the fact that White and the other Independent ministers refused to perform any 

sacraments for those who had not entered into covenant with their church. At various points 

throughout the late 1640s, Golding, White, Sayle, and Painter (all members of the Independent 

church and either ministers or officers of the Company) personally appeared before Company 

meetings in London. Additionally, many prominent puritan Company members, such as Edward 

Montague, Earl of Manchester and Sir Benjamin Rudyerd received letters from Bermuda that 

claimed the Independents were being treated unjustly by Governor Turner. Word on all sides of 

the conflicts on Bermuda had reached the puritan nobles. The eventual rebuke of Turner and 

repeated instructions to respect freedom of conscience for the Independents makes clear puritan 

nobles were opposed to persecuting the Independents.298 

However, the 1644 declaration by the Earl of Warwick demonstrates how the puritan 

nobles’ assumption that they would control the terms of England’s reformation was often out of 

step with the actual conditions in the colonies. It was also consistent with the puritan nobles’ 

handling of religious conflicts on Providence Island: they avoided engaging with the substance 

of the conflict itself and instead urged everybody to simply get along and wait until more 

ministers could be sent and, in this case wait until the Assembly of Divines finished its work. 

Warwick avoided condemning or outright supporting any group on Bermuda. It is unclear if 

Warwick was aware of the Independent church on Bermuda, as that church was created in either 

January of 1643 or 1644 so there may not have been enough time for that news to reach England. 

However, complaints about White, Golding, and Copeland had been aired before they actually 

298 Unknown to Edward Montague, April 26, 1646, Somers Island from Duke of Manchester Papers no. 424a, 
Photostat.; Warwick, A Declaration of the Right Honourable Robert, Earle of Warwicke. 
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renounced the Church of England had been sent to the Company for several years. Also, 

Warwick’s language in the declaration indicates that he was well aware of religious tensions on 

the island. Warwick called for patience and calm, clearly trying to avoid conflict on the island 

and stated that they “intend not to anticipate, or prevent the Honourable Houses of Parliament, in 

any their Determinations, in matters Ecclesiasticall … and whilest we thus waite, we desire, and 

hope that you will doe the like.”299 Until further clarification on church practices was reached, 

Warwick unhelpfully ordered the colonists not to let “any root of Bitternesse springing up 

trouble you” and that they would send more ministers to the island. In discounting the 

seriousness of the conflicts on the island, he urged the ministers continue to conduct services as 

much as possible and charged heads of household to continue to catechize their children and 

servants.300 

However, Warwick’s more tepid 1644 declaration would be replaced in November of 

1645 by a much more forceful Parliamentary order directly ordering that Independents on 

Bermuda be allowed to practice as they pleased in peace: 

For the benefit and well-being of the plantations and to the advancement of the true 
protestant religion amongst the Inhabitants. Whereas divers of the Inhabitants of the 
Sommer Islands als Bermudas, which has become a sanctuary for those fleeing ‘the 
avengers of non-conformity’ and who have suffered ejection by the ‘episcopal party’ and 
suffered hardships by transplanting themselves, their wives and children, to the strange and 
desolate places of Bermuda, have petitioned that they may be freed from molestation and 
trouble for ‘any ceremony and imposition in the matter of God’s worship.’ This has been 
granted by Parliament, and it has been referred to this, the Committee of Lords and 
Commons for Plantations for due execution.301 

299 A Declaration of the Right Honourable Robert, Earle of Warwicke… 1644. 
300 A Declaration of the Right Honourable Robert, Earle of Warwicke… 1644. 
301 Plantations Committee: Order, Nov. 4, 1645, from Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 268 and An 
Act of the Long Parliament 4 November 1645, Memorials of the the Discovery and Early Settlement of the 
Bermudas, vol I, 600-603. 
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However, this more forceful order that Bermuda’s Independents be permitted to practice in 

peace, the ability of Parliament or the Company to adequately enforce their intentions in the 

colony was limited. Parliament and the puritan nobles were sympathetic; Governor Thomas 

Turner, who replaced Sayle in 1645 and led the persecution of the Independent congregation, 

was eventually removed and he and his council were rebuked by the Company in 1649. But the 

Independents’ actions had alienated far too many people in Bermuda forced the Company to 

search for a way to calm the tensions on Bermuda. The puritan nobles were not just unable to 

reign in the Bermuda government, but the Bermuda Independents were similarly uninterested in 

waiting for the Westminster Assembly of Divines to reach a settlement. White did not recognize 

the absolute authority of the Divines: “For the Assembly, I look upon them, not a Nationall 

Presbytery of the Churches of England, but as godly and learned men, congregated by the power 

of the State…I stand ready to embrace any light, that Christ shall please providentially to 

minister unto me by their hands; but tie my selfe by no means to their [arbitration].”302 The 

obstacles that faced the puritan nobles’ efforts to guide England’s reformation came from all 

sides. 

The Tide Turns Against the Independents: 1645-1650 

The 1645 Parliamentary order that directed Bermuda’s government to cease its 

suppression of the colony’s Independent congregation had little practical effect. However, latter 

1640s proved to be a time of tremendous tumult between the Independent Church and the 

government on Bermuda. These years laid bare the weaknesses within the puritan nobles’ 

302 White, Truth Glorious Appearing, 59. 
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Atlantic strategy. Despite their immense influence, the nobles were unable to use Parliamentary 

authority or the Bermuda Company’s power to reign in the persecution of Bermuda’s 

Independents before they embarked on their Eleutheran venture. The divided planes of authority 

within the Bermuda Company’s governing structure, the distraction of the Company’s puritan 

nobles in England, competing interests within the Company, and the divided loyalties brought on 

by the ongoing Civil War set the conditions for the persecution and ensuing exile of Bermuda’s 

Independent puritans. 

While Parliament and Company officials in London were sympathetic to, and protective 

of, Bermuda’s Independent puritans, the letters from Norwood and petitions complaining about 

the dissenting ministers gave the Company cause for concern about the stability of the island. 

According to William Golding’s account, the Company decided to appoint a new governor for 

Bermuda in the hopes that some accommodation could be reached to reduce tensions on the 

island. William Sayle was governor when Bermuda’s Independent church had been proclaimed 

and an early member of the congregation. According to grievances aired by Norwood and 

Prynne, the separating ministers caused turmoil on the island both by neglecting their 

responsibilities as ordained Church of England ministers and as appointees of the Bermuda 

Company. White, Golding, and Copeland had renounced their own positions as Anglican 

ministers while organizing the new church. According to Prynne, the new church practices were 

unpopular. Prynne reported that there were open confessions of sins by the congregants of the 

Independent church which led to more cases in front of the assizes and that the separating 

ministers only administered the sacrament to members of that congregation. While it is difficult 

to completely ascertain the validity of all of Prynne’s accusation given his general distaste for 

Independents, it is likely that the Independent congregation created a real dilemma for 
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Bermudans who sought religious services. Bermuda was only intended to have four ministers 

posted at any one time, and from the existing pieces of Company records there was likely only 

one other minister, William Viner, on the island still working as an Anglican minister.303 

Even though the Independent congregation had the support of Governor Sayle and a 

measure of Parliamentary sanction, many colonists expressed dismay to the Company in London 

that the spiritual needs of colonists who had not joined the new church had been neglected. In 

response, the Company appointed Thomas Turner governor in the hopes that he could settle the 

disputes on the island. Turner and his council would in fact exacerbate tensions on Bermuda as 

they embarked on an aggressive campaign to force White, Copeland, and Golding to return to 

their duties as Anglican ministers. Turner’s appointment and tenure as governor reveals how the 

puritan nobles’ strategy for using the Atlantic to reform England was often unsuited to the 

realities Atlantic. The puritan nobles had been successful in planting a puritan community in 

Bermuda as part of their broader efforts to spread puritan influence wherever possible. However, 

when the colony’s puritans pursued a course that differed from the nobles’ they proved unable to 

adequately handle the situation. They could neither convince the Independent congregation to 

avoid controversy until a religious settlement was produced by Parliament nor could they coerce 

Turner and his allies to end their campaign against them. Additionally, their power exercised via 

Parliament was blunted as royalists would not recognize their authority anyway nor did 

Parliament yet have an effective means to actually coerce the colonists. Similarly, their influence 

within the Bermuda Company was limited by determination from opposing factions, distance 

between the Company in London and Bermuda itself, as well as their inconsistent attention paid 

to the Company’s proceedings because of their involvement in Parliament. While they would 

303 Prynne, A Fresh Discovery, 32; William Golding, Servants on Horse-Back… (London, 1648); Nathaniel White, 
Truth Gloriously Appearing. 
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eventually succeed in ousting Turner, during his nearly four-year tenure as governor he was able 

to exploit these weaknesses and persecute the Independents until their exile into the Bahamas. 

Turner’s governorship was controversial from the instant it began. William Golding 

essentially accused Turner of orchestrating a coup on the island. Golding claimed Turner 

misrepresented himself as an “honest and disingaged person” to the Company and was accused 

by Golding of not having taken his oath. Turner claimed to have taken it in private though it had 

been customary for previous governors to do so in public. Golding also claimed that Turner had 

maneuvered to give himself unlimited authority. In addition to his secret or private oath, Turner 

called the Bermuda Assembly into session. According to Bermuda’s charter, the Assembly was 

an elected body of colonists who could debate and pass resolutions but the governor and council 

were the only bodies charged with any power to pass laws. Golding accused Turner of falsely 

claiming that the Company ordered him to call an Assembly within twenty days, when normally 

a new governor had to wait until their second year to do so. More damning however, Golding 

claimed that Turner referred to the Assembly as a parliament with the intent of using them as an 

independent source of authority, because the governor and council were appointed directly by the 

Company and could be removed by them as well.304 

Upon his arrival as governor of Bermuda in 1645, Turner wasted little time in beginning 

a campaign to enforce conformity in the colony. According to Golding, it was only about six or 

seven months into Turner’s administration before Golding and Sayle decided to travel to London 

to personally air their grievances before the Company’s leaders. Golding claimed that in April of 

1646, the Assembly passed an act stating that any member of the Independent church could not 

attain or continue to hold any public office. He then wrote that in July the Assembly essentially 

304 Golding, Servants on Horse-Back, 1-2, 7-8; for Bermuda’s government see Hallett, Bermuda under the Sommer 
Islands Company, vi-xv. 



 
 

            

              

              

               

              

              

               

              

                

               

                  

               

             

               

                

  

            

             

             

                

                

              

                                                           
       
             

206 

outlawed the Independent church as they specifically forbade White, Golding, and Copeland 

from preaching anywhere except their assigned parishes, while at the same time forbade them 

from administering any sacraments in those parishes because they had resigned their positions as 

Anglican ministers. The act also forbade any other colonists from entering into covenant with the 

Independent church and forbade colonists from attending any but their own parish churches.305 

Turner pressed for complete conformity until he was finally removed from office in 1649. 

However, Turner was unable to pacify the either the ministers or their followers. Despite his 

generally aggressive posture, the dearth of ministers to serve the colonists would complicate his 

efforts to fully pursue the Independents. Some of Turner’s efforts appear to be searching for a 

compromise. In July of 1647, Turner instructed that White and Copeland would be assigned a 

place where they could preach to any interested people but on the condition that they did not take 

any more people into covenant, did not “disturb the peace,” and were forbidden from performing 

the Lord’s Supper, baptism, or marriages. Individuals who attended any preaching were still 

required to attend official services in their own parish. However, White and Copeland did not 

accept the terms and Turner as a result arrested a group of adherents to the Independent 

Church.306 

Turner’s dilemma of restoring absolute conformity to the Church of England without 

enough pliant ministers to serve the entire population made arresting, censuring, or otherwise 

punishing White, Golding, and Copeland less effective. At the same time, the Company’s 

inability to force Turner to conform to their instructions to allow for the Independents to practice 

in peace created a state of attrition between adherent to the Independent Church and those who 

were either principally opposed to an Independent Church or those who simply wished for 

305 Golding, Servants on Horse-Back, 1-3, 7-8 
306 Council Correspondence, Jul 1647 in Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 269-270. 
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adequate access to Church of England services. Turner continued to press for conformity and rid 

Bermuda of the Independent Church until 1649, the general pattern of his campaign would be 

similar to his July 1647 orders: he or the Assembly would jail, put under house arrest, censure, or 

otherwise limit the activities of the Independent ministers and followers, but would ultimately 

have to relent either due to lack of ministers. However, once Turner was forced to release or 

restore the rights of any of the ministers he would be pressured by others on the island to 

continue to crack down on the Independents. Bermuda was facing a number of different 

challenges at this time including a lack of supplies due largely to restrictions on selling tobacco 

and also the presence of a party of shipwrecked Spanish which had caused fear of a reprisal by 

the Spanish. Many on the island felt that the presence of seemingly disloyal Independents were 

causing needless divisions and distracting from more pressing issues.307 

Bermuda’s Independents and the Challenges of Internal Factions and the English Civil War 

The endgame for all three puritan groups who sought to use the Atlantic was the 

reformation of the Church of England. The puritan nobles however, believed that they 

themselves would play a significant part in guiding such reforms. The English Civil War, they 

believed could be the moment that stimulated England’s reformation. However, the Civil War’s 

effect in the Atlantic presented difficulties that the puritan nobles’ Atlantic strategy proved 

insufficient to cope with. Additionally, while not necessarily tied directly to the English Civil 

War, Bermuda’s puritans, especially their ministers, had become inspired to create their 

Independent congregation from their correspondence with the New England puritans. While the 

307 Petition, Jun 1648 in Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 280-281. 
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New England puritans did not exercise official influence over Bermuda, the puritan nobles’ 

assumption that colonial puritans would by and large defer to their efforts was complicated by 

their inability to exercise sufficient control over Bermuda and its puritans. Bermuda’s puritans 

embraced a more assertive posture than the puritan nobles were comfortable with. 

The backdrop of the ongoing Civil War between the Crown and Parliament played a role 

tensions within Bermuda. Over the course of his tenure, Turner increasingly justified his actions 

via loyalty to the Crown. This was in contrast to evidence that Bermuda’s government, even 

early on under Turner, appeared to be supportive of the Parliamentarian side. Nearly all of the 

Company’s instructions during this period cited Parliamentary actions and were often signed by 

some of the most prominent puritans in Parliament, including the Earl of Warwick, Lord Say and 

Sele, Sir Gilbert Gerrard, and Sir Benjamin Rudyerd. Additionally, the existing Company 

records and other written accounts of this time on Bermuda only contain evidence of 

communication with Parliament and nothing with the Crown. While Turner or his camp may 

have had other direct ties to royalists, there is no surviving direct evidence of it and Turner’s own 

justifications for his actions do not reference such a relationship. Despite these advantages, the 

puritan nobles were unable to overcome the shifting and divided loyalties of the Atlantic during 

the Civil War.308 

According to Golding, Turner immediately issued a statement to be posted in all of 

Bermuda’s churches that he and his council would not tolerate any religious practices outside of 

that explicitly allowed by English law.309 The only surviving piece of the Company’s records of 

1646 reveals that the colony’s divisions had only worsened under Turner. Factionalism between 

308 For an overview of the divided loyalties of Bermudans during the Civil War, see Pestana, The English Atlantic in 
an Age of Revolution, 1640-1661, 112-115. 
309 Golding, Servants on Horse-Back, 9-10. 
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the Independents and their sympathizers, who tended to side with the puritan nobles of the 

Company and Parliament, and those who favored conformity and were often royalists. The entry 

is labeled as a “jury verdict” though it is unclear if an actual trial occurred and who or what may 

have been involved. Styling themselves as a “Jury for our Sovereign Lord the King,” (with no 

mention of Parliament) they expressed confusion over the Company’s letters instructing them to 

respect freedom of conscience. The jury argued that freedom of conscience should not condone 

the creation of an Independent church and would not allow for the separating ministers to 

abandon their duties as Anglican ministers, arguing that the order was intended only to apply to 

laypeople. The jury expressed fear that the island would be “deserted of ministers,” but also 

argued that they wanted clarification on the orders from the Company in London and stated that 

they could not yet enforce the Company orders in the “present service of the King” for fear of 

facing punishment at a later time.310 This “jury verdict” began a pattern whereby the government 

on Bermuda would receive instructions from the Company. Then, the government on Bermuda 

would not adhere to the instructions and instead await clarification from the Company in 

London. The several months turn around for communication between Bermuda and England 

allowed for Turner to continue his process of persecuting the puritans on the island. 

By 1646 and 1647, Turner, his council, and his allies in the Assembly, intensified their 

campaign against the Independents, becoming more direct rather claiming the need for 

clarification. In May of 1647 he reasserted that previous orders for conformity were to be upheld 

as law and ordered all government officials to arrest any person who did not comply.311 Turner 

further cited the very same 1645 proclamation from Parliament that ordered colonists on 

Bermuda to practice free from interference in order to justify the arrests of the Independents. 

310 Jury Verdict, 1646 in Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 268. 
311 Golding, Servants on Horse-Back, 9-11. 
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Turner claimed that the Independents themselves were impeding the functions of the Anglican 

Church on Bermuda. Despite obviously misreading the spirit of that declaration, Turner and the 

rest of Bermuda’s government increasingly acted as royalists. Even when citing Parliamentary 

orders, Turner argued that he was upholding the Company charter’s original intent which had 

originally been issued by then King James I and frequently pointed out that their Company oaths 

were made in the name of the king.312 

Disputes on Bermuda over the legality of the Independent Church led to one of the more 

bizarre episodes of the conflict. In January of 1648, Nathaniel White and Stephen Painter (a 

colonial agent for the Rich family living on Bermuda and a follower of the Independent Church) 

were indicted on charges of treason. It was claimed that in May of 1644 Painter had “publicly 

declared Mr. White to be the supreme head next under Christ” and that White “did most 

traitorously and rebelliously own and take upon himself that title of supremacy” by not directly 

disputing Painter’s claim. The indictment further concluded that through this tacit acceptance of 

Painter’s claim White was guilty of taking away “the titles and prerogatives of our Sovereign 

Lord the King.”313 Essentially, White and Painter were charged with treason for usurping the 

King’s power. Both men would be sent to England to face the charges in the Bermuda Company 

Court where the charges were found to be without any basis and the Company ordered the 

Bermuda government to restore their rights and property.314 While waiting four years to actually 

charge Painter and White for treason likely raised doubts about the veracity of the charges 

themselves, the notion that White and even Golding and Copeland had been usurping the power 

of the King had actually been mentioned before. Years earlier, in 1645, William Prynne claimed 

312 Golding, Servants on Horse-Back, 11-13 
313 Assizes: Criminal Cases, January, 1647/8 in Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 275. 
314 Company Court Order, June 27, 1648 in Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 281-282. 
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in nearly the exact same language as the indictment that White had declared himself second only 

to Christ in terms of spiritual authority. While a common argument against separatism was that it 

ran against the King’s authority, the decision by the Bermuda government at that time (January 

of 1648) to make a formal charge of treason was made after by-then years of instructions from 

Parliament and the Company to allow the Independents to practice in peace. The confluence of 

the puritan nobles’ inserting puritans into Bermuda, New England as the source of competing 

ideas, divided loyalties due to the Civil War, and the difficulties of the puritan nobles in 

asserting their authority across the Atlantic through either Parliament or the Bermuda Company 

allowed for the arrest and removal for months of key figures in the Independent Church.315 

Turner’s crackdown on the Independents came at a time when the puritan nobles 

Company members were at the height of their power. This demonstrates how the puritan nobles’ 

prioritization of England’s affairs and difficulties in balancing economic and religious 

motivations in their colonial ventures played a role in stifling the momentum of Bermuda’s 

puritan community. In 1650, years after height of Bermuda’s controversies, the Company finally 

ordered an investigation of the governor’s disregard of Company and Parliamentary orders. 

However, Turner and his allies had been able to wage their campaign against the Independents 

for so long because the long turnover in communication between Bermuda and Company 

leadership in London, the disruption to legitimacy of authority caused by the Civil War, the 

puritan nobles’ primary focus on the Civil War, and the fact that the Bermuda Company was not 

wholly controlled by the puritan nobles. Bermuda was still operating under its revised 1622 

Articles and Orders, before either the puritan nobles or New England puritans’ explicitly puritan 

versions of colonization were embarked upon. Being a joint-stock company, profitability was 

315 William Golding, Servants on Horse-Back, 1-3; Assizes: Criminal Cases, Jan. 1648 in Bermuda under the Sommer 
Islands Company, 275. 
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embedded as a priority into its institutional makeup. However, this was still in line with the 

puritan nobles’ general stance that Atlantic colonization also served as a source of wealth and 

power to enhance their influence and ability to affect England’s religious reforms. This 

confluence of geographic, political, and motivational factors gave Bermuda’s royalist faction the 

opportunity to disrupt Bermuda’s Independent congregation.316 

Many of the puritan nobles who were Bermuda Company members were distracted by 

their significant roles in the English Civil War. Most were heavily involved in Parliament but 

additionally, the Earl of Warwick was leading Parliament’s Navy, the Earl of Manchester was a 

general in the Parliamentarian Army, and Lord Say and Sele was active in Parliament. As 

tensions on Bermuda worsened in the late 1640s, Sayle and Golding went to London in 1647 to 

appeal directly to Company leadership. This effort would be unsuccessful in getting adequate 

attention for the plight of the Independents and instead resulted in Sayle securing a charter for 

the Independents to create a colony on Eleuthera island in the Bahamas. 

Golding’s record of their appeals to the Company in London reveal the impact the puritan 

nobles’ prioritization of colonial economic success without full control of the Company had on 

their goals for spreading puritanism. The Company’s meetings were under-attended and 

painfully slow to take any action. Golding described two features of his meetings with the 

Company that explain their inaction. First, the Company’s most powerful members named as 

present and second, that members of what Golding referred to as the “trading party,” people who 

were solely interested in profits, wielded a significant amount of power. Golding pinned the 

Company’s inaction on maneuvering by the so-called “trading party.” Golding wrote that it took 

316 Letter from the Committee in London to Captain Josias Forster, January 1650 from Memorials of the Discovery 
and Early Settlement of the Bermudas or Somers Island, 1515-1687: Vol. II, 1650-1687 (London: Longmans, Green, 
and Co., 1879): 2-8; Jury Verdict, 1646, Bermuda under the Sommers Island Company, 268; “Att Mr Triminghams,” 
October 1647, in Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. I: 630-631. 
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five months for any kind of response to be taken on their initial petition. The trading party 

deliberately did not attend meetings so that there would be no quorum.317 

Golding’s account of his time in London supports the notion that the lack of effective 

leadership on the part of the Company’s puritan nobles allowed for the trading party to exploit 

the divisions on Bermuda. Golding’s account of the proceedings in London is the only existing 

source and he would have had every reason to paint any opposition in as selfish a light as 

possible is cause for reasonable suspicion that he had at greatly exaggerated the motives of those 

putting up resistance. However, the Company was a joint-stock venture, similar to the Virginia 

Company, and expectation of profits was a feature of the colony’s governing structure. While it 

is possible Golding’s description of the trading party as simply motivated by greed is likely too 

simplistic, it is certainly reasonable that members of the Company who were not devoted 

puritans and had an economic stake in Bermuda would have put up strident opposition. 

The grievances of Bermuda’s puritans as presented by Golding and Sayle also criticized 

the emphasis on economic success as harming nearly all aspects of life on Bermuda. Ministers on 

Bermuda were paid a yearly sum of tobacco and were often supplemented with some land for 

them to grow their own tobacco on as well. The chronic shortage of ministers resulted in 

ministers often demanding extra compensation for ministering beyond their usual parishes or for 

staying in Bermuda longer than their terms. Golding accused members of the Company, 

including Turner, of having forced poorer colonists to comply with rules that forbade trade with 

other colonies outside of vessels sanctioned by the Company. It had been a longstanding 

complaint that official trading vessels were too infrequent with exacerbated the poverty of many 

of the colonists. Golding accused Turner of being too draconian in confiscating or fining those 

317 Golding, Servants on Horse-Back, 1-3. 
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who illegally traded. However, this would have largely been consistent with general Company 

policies.318 

Even in the puritan nobles’ attempts to relieve the colony’s economic woes, they gave 

inconsistent instructions. In 1644, the Earl of Warwick issued a declaration in his role as Lord 

Admiral of England’s colonies in the Americas, also signed by Lord Say and Sele, which stated 

that “the constitution of the Company and their obligations were described ‘inconsistent with that 

freedom of trade which is required’” and even ordered that free trade be allowed with the 

exception of tobacco. However, in this same declaration Warwick that efforts to alleviate 

suffering on the island would be supported except when it might harm the profits and rents of the 

owners and investors of the Company.319 Such a stance demonstrated both the disregard by the 

puritan nobles of the effects of their often inconsistent motives as well as the likely influence of 

the so-called “trading party.” While Bermuda was not alone in colonial troubles in balancing 

profitability of a colony with providing for the well-being of its colonists, the ministers on 

Bermuda had been long at odds with more commercially-minded members of the Company their 

obligation to pay ministers in tobacco. Golding suggested that much of the motivation in 

persecuting the Independents was based in this enmity.320 

The consequences of the puritan nobles’ inability to adequately control the Bermuda 

Company or Bermuda’s government nearly resulted in bloodshed on Bermuda. While Sayle and 

Golding were en route to Bermuda from England, the Company sent a confidential letter to 

Turner in July of 1647. The Company claimed that Sayle was going to Bermuda with a cargo 

containing a large quantity of arms and ammunition. The letter warned that Sayle and Golding 

318 Council Meeting, November 1630, Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 152. 
319 Warwick, A Declaration of the Right Honourable Robert, Earle of Warwicke… 1644. 
320 Golding, Servants on Horse-Back, 12. 
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had made grave accusations against Turner and had unsuccessfully campaigned for free trade. As 

a result, they claimed Sayle had threatened to return to force the government there to allow free 

trade by “force of arms,” and that Turner should immediately take direct control of Bermuda’s 

forts and to use whatever force necessary to defend the colony. 

Upon Sayle’s arrival the following October, Turner ordered the island into a “defense 

posture,” and increased manning of the colony’s fortifications. However, when Sayle arrived he 

merely delivered some official correspondence from Parliament and the Company and presented 

his case to protect the Independents and gain free trade. Sayle claimed that in England at the time 

Parliament appeared to be moving towards official toleration towards Independents and other 

Protestants. He also claimed that while many in the Company had opposed his case for free 

trade, the issue was being negotiated and he noted that the Earl of Warwick had long seen the 

need for free trade for Bermuda. Turner and his Council rebuked both of these claiming that both 

contradicted their Company oaths and also claimed that free trade would amount to “selling our 

lands and putt ourselves to the mercie of Strangers,” and they resolved to their familiar course of 

awaiting further instructions.321 

While this standoff between Turner and Sayle ended blandly, the circumstances 

surrounding this episode demonstrate the consequences of the Bermuda’s Company’s 

factionalism going on at that time. The secret letter to Turner broadly confirms the Company 

dynamics expressed by Golding in that the “trading party” had lined up against the Independents 

to protect their commercial interests. The letter cited only Sayle and Golding complaints about 

free trade, the hostility to paying ministers in tobacco, and overzealous enforcement of trading 

321 Confidential letter from the Company to Governor Turner, 27 July, 1647, Memorials of the Discovery and Early 
Settlement of the Bermudas, vol I., 622-624; Alarm on the arrival of Capt. W. Sayle, and A councell meeting att Capt 
Wood’s house, Oct 6th, 1647, Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. I, 629-630; Att 
Mr. Triminghams October 1647, Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. I, 630-631. 
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only via Company ships. They also ordered Turner to ensure that Sayle’s ship was not loaded 

with tobacco prior to their own ship being loaded. The letter never mentions Sayle’s and 

Golding’s involvement in the Independent controversy. Also, any arms in the ship were almost 

certainly intended by Sayle as part of the supplies for the settlement of Eleuthera in the Bahamas, 

for which Sayle had already secured investors.322 This letter also demonstrates how the 

inconsistent attention of the puritan nobles in the Company stifled the progress of their fellow 

puritans. The letter is not signed by any of the puritan nobles nor does it reference them, 

including the Earl of Warwick who was the overall governor of the Bermuda Company. It also 

tells Turner not to reveal the contents of that letter to anybody else. The secrecy of the letter and 

its focus on securing the island’s tobacco demonstrates the obstacles faced by the puritan nobles 

in assisting Bermuda’s puritans.323 

The Settlement of Eleuthera 

The pressures faced by Bermuda’s puritan population was such that as early as 1644, they 

had begun to explore the possibility of settling in the Bahamas. However, it was not until the end 

of the decade that Bermuda’s puritans relocated Eleuthera in any numbers. While in England in 

1647, Sayle had formed the Company of Eleutheran Adventurers and its “Articles and Orders” 

had been signed. However, the Eleuthernan colony was plagued with problems from the start. 

The colony was never completely abandoned, but it never prospered and most of its early puritan 

settlers later returned to Bermuda or moved to other colonies. The Eleutheran venture’s origins 

322 Michael Craton and Gail Saunders, Islanders in the Stream: A History of the Bahamian People: Volume I, From 
Aboriginal Times to the End of Slavery (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1992): 76-77. 
323 Confidential Letter from the Company to Governor Turner, 27 July, 1647 in Memorials of the Discovery and 
Early Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. I, 622-624. 
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lay primarily in the religious controversies of 1640s Bermuda but its curious existence was the 

result of a confluence of competing puritan interests and demonstrates the weaknesses of both 

the puritan nobles’ and New England puritans’ strategies for using the Atlantic. Bermuda’s 

puritan community was erected by the puritan nobles and more recently inspired by New 

England puritans’ ideas, but with the Eleutheran expedition attempted to chart a course 

independent of both groups. Bermuda’s puritans had become frustrated that their Independent 

congregation was constantly challenged and received little practical help from their allies in 

England. The Eleutheran colony, with its near-utopian charter calling for absolutely no 

relationship between civil and religious authority nor was any distinction of religious difference 

to be legally recognized, was undertaken to create a colony free of the resistance faced by 

Bermuda’s puritans. Not content to follow the puritan nobles’ lead and await whatever religious 

settlement radiated out of England, nor willing to wholly mimic New England’s model, the 

Eleutherans sought to create a society based on their specific experiences and their particular 

version of congregationalism, while remaining in the familiar colonial island environment as 

they were familiar with on Bermuda. 

The Articles and Orders of the Company of Eleutheran Adventurers of 1647 are evidence 

of the problems faced by puritans’ Atlantic strategies during a chaotic period in English history. 

The puritan nobles, who hoped to guide puritanism’s ascendency, essentially lost their influence 

over Bermuda’s puritans. While lacking the star-power that made up other puritan-heavy 

colonies, the twenty-six were investors of the Eleutheran venture were composed of English 

“oligarchic republican and tolerationist” radicals. William Sayle is the only one of the twenty-six 

named original proprietors who would be physically involved in the venture. However, many of 

the investors had been involved in various colonial ventures. One of the investors was John 
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Humfrey, who had earlier attempted to relocate New England settlers to Providence Island after 

having become increasingly disenchanted with Massachusetts’s intolerant stance.324 

Additionally, the Eleutheran charter demonstrates the limits of New England’s influence. Despite 

immense enthusiasm for the Bermuda congregation earlier in the decade, New England’s 

puritans were alarmed by the Eleutheran’s rejection of governmental role in promoting religion. 

However, both colonial structures were republican in nature and both essentially claimed total 

autonomy with no clear systematic role for Crown or Parliament. However, the Eleutheran’s 

experience with some government role in religious led them to take their own path. 

Despite the Eleutheran charter’s association with a particular political faction in Civil 

War-England, its opening section could serve as a checklist of the grievances exhibited by 

Bermuda’s Independents. The Articles and Orders of 1647 opening justification for the 

settlement of Eleuthera is general overview of the dangers of government intervention in 

religious matters: 

Whereas experience hath shewed us the great inconveniences that have happened, both in 
this Kingdom of England, and other places, by a rigid imposing upon all an uniformity 
and conformity in matters of judgement and practice in the things of Religion, whereby 
divisions have been made, factions fomented, persecutions induced, and the publick 
peace endangered. And for that we well know, that in this state of darkness and 
imperfection we know but in part, That there are both babes and strongmen in Christ; 
And that every Member who holds the head, and is of the body of Jesus Christ, hath not 
the same place and office, nor the same measure of light, who yet desire and endeavor 
daily to increase in knowledge. And in the mean time walk according to what they have 
received, in all godliness, justice, & sobriety. And whereas experience hath also shewed 
us, That the peace and happy progress of all Plantations, doth much depend upon the 
good government thereof, the equal distribution of justice, and respect to all persons, 

324Brenner, Merchants and Revolution: Commercial Change, Political Conflict, and London’s Overseas Traders, 
1550-1653, 523-528. Brenner argues that the Eleutheran venture’s “Articles and Orders” were utilized by its 
investors as a political statement to be made in England more than a serious colonial effort, citing the document’s 
focus on a radical model of governance with almost no attention paid to the circumstances of Bermuda or the 
Bahamas themselves. A letter written by the Eleutherans to the New England puritans in 1650, however entails 
many of the same sentiments found in the charter indicating that the Eleutherans themselves had at least bought 
into the ideas expressed in the charter. For more elaboration around the background of the investors, see Hubert 
Miller, “The Colonization of the Bahamas, 1647-1670,” The William and Mary Quarterly 2, no. 1 (Jan. 1945): 33-46. 
By 1647, John Humfrey had become active in the Parliamentary Army. 
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without faction or distinction, the certain knowledge and manifestation of every ones 
right and proprieties, and carefull provisions for common defence and safety.325 

The recognition that events in England had affected their treatment on Bermuda, their belief that 

they had suffered at the hands of royalist-leaning merchants, their belief that the government on 

Bermuda had acted with malice, and a defense of their rejection of the Church of England all 

appear. The Articles and Orders also sought to remedy the conflicts Bermuda experienced with 

the “trading party.” Membership in this venture required a flat rate of £100 which would grant 

three-hundred acres of land. It also contained incentives for members who actually moved to 

Eleuthera. After three years those members who lived on the island would be given an additional 

2,000 acres of land that would that could also be reserved for their heirs in perpetuity.326 As a 

self-styled republic, ultimate authority was exercised in Eleuthera itself, rather than in London as 

was the case with Bermuda. The original members were all given a seat in a Senate that would 

decide all matters of government. There would be a president of the Senate who would be 

elected by all of the freemen of the colony and a rotating council to serve the governor composed 

of twelve members of the Senate. 

However, the Eleutheran charter’s religious implications proved far more provocative to 

the New England puritans than did its republican government. The Eleutheran colony would 

have near complete separation of church and state and complete tolerance, at least for 

Protestants. There was no recognition of the Church of England nor was there any other sect 

recognized as an official denomination. Other than a basic recognition of Jesus Christ the 

Articles and Orders only stipulated restrictions on the divisions over religion: 

That there shall be no names of distinction or reproach, as Independents, Antinomian, 
Anabaptist, or any other cast upon any such for their difference in judgement, neither yet 

325 Company of Adventurers for the Plantation of the Islands of Eleutheria, Articles and Orders (London, 1647). 
326 Articles and Orders, 1647. 
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shall any person or persons, assume or acknowledge any such distinguishing names, 
under the penalty of being accompted (in both cases, either of imposing or accepting, or 
assuming any such name or names) as enemies of the publick peace: nor shall any man 
speak reproachfully of any person for his opinion, or of the opinion it self, otherwise then 
in the Scripture language. 

That no Magistracie or Officers of the Republike, nor any power derived thom 
them, shall take notice of any man for his difference in judgement in matter of Religion, 
or have cognizance of any cause whatsoever of that nature: But that their jurisdiction 
shall reach onely to men as men, and shall take care that justice, peace, and sobriety, may 
be maintained among them.327 

The first group of Bermuda puritans left for Eleuthera in the spring of 1648 with another 

group following in late 1649. The two major groups that left for Eleuthera were propelled by the 

same general reason: they felt the persecuted by the Bermuda government and had no recourse 

through their puritan nobles allies in Parliament or the Company. However, the first group left 

due to frustration from the colony’s opposition, while the second group was forced out in a fit of 

anger following the Charles I’s execution. Exile had been threatened against Independents by the 

Turner government but no action would be taken to actually force them out of Bermuda would 

actually take place until 1649, when new of the regicide reached Bermuda and intensified anger 

against the Independents who they associated with the parliamentary side. Everybody was 

ordered to take new oaths recognizing Charles II.328 

Despite Turner’s coolness towards Parliament during his time as governor, angry 

Bermudans believed he had been too soft on the Independents whom they came to view as in 

league with the regicides. Turner was forced to resign on the threat of general violence and 

Nathaniel White and several other Independents on house arrest were apprehended by a mob. 

327 Articles and Orders, 1647. 
328 Propostion made by the country unto the Governor and Council, July 5, 1649, Memorials of the Discovery and 
Early Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. I, 650; The Governor & Councilors Answer to the Country’s Proposition, 
1649, Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. I, 651; At a Council Table, August 20, 
1649, Memorials of the Discovery and Early Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. I, 651-652; Council Meeting at 
Sessions House, Aug. 14, 1648, Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, vol. III, 283. 
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They were brought to a council meeting where it was resolved that White and the remaining 

Independents would leave for Eleuthera. Until Charles’s execution the competing political 

factions had been content to endlessly dispute with one another, but the shock of the King’s 

death prompted the Royalist faction to purge the island of its traitorous elements. Because the 

Independents had already renounced the King as rightful head of the Church, they were 

associated with the regicides of the Civil War.329 

To Enlarge Christ’s Kingdom 

The first group of exiles arrived in Eleuthera around sometime in the spring of 1648. 

However, the colony was immediately in jeopardy. Most of the original supplies for the colony 

were lost in shipwrecks and the islands were poor for farming or foraging food. 330 In response, 

the Eleuterhans, both in person and by letter pled, with puritans in Virginia and New England for 

help. These other puritans did provide generous help, but New England’s puritans worked to 

dissuade other puritans from joining them and wrote to counsel the Eleutherans to change their 

course, because the Eleutheran charter’s separation of church and state was too dangerous to 

support. The manner of response reveals that puritans throughout England’s Atlantic colonies 

saw themselves as part of a broad community and shared some sense of obligation towards each 

other. This response reveals the limitations to Atlantic puritans’ sense of themselves as part of 

329 Council Meeting at Mr. Trimingham’s House, September 5, 1649, Bermuda under the Sommer Islands Company, 
vol. I, 290; Propositions to the Country by John Trimingham, 25 September 1649, Bermuda under the Sommer 
Islands Company, vol. I, 290-291; Stephen Painter and William Rener, Petition to the Sommer Islands Company in 
Josias Forster, Copy of a Petition from the Governor and Company of the Sommer Islands (London, 1651): 8. 
330 Articles and Orders, 1647; Craton and Saunders, Islanders in the Stream: A History of the Bahamian People, 73-
77. 
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broader community as well as the limits to New England’s strategy of being a model for other 

puritans to follow. 

Throughout the seventeenth century the New England puritans had become a source of 

inspiration for other puritans. In his 1653 History of New England, Edward Johnson wrote that 

during the late 1640s and early 1650s the New England puritans believed they themselves had 

been instrumental in the emergence of a Congregational Church in Virginia after having sent 

three ministers there in 1642 and inspiring Bermuda’s Independent church in 1643 or 1644.331 

The Bermuda Independent ministers had been frequent correspondents with the New England 

puritans. Nathaniel White emphasized that Bermuda’s church was of their own creation rather 

than a mere copy of the New England model. However, White’s distancing from New England 

was to emphasize the congregation’s independence from other earthly authority, but was also a 

response to William Prynne and Robert Baillie, who were hostile to Independent churches and 

claimed the Bermudans had received their dangerous ideas from New England. Despite this, 

White wrote that the New England puritans had given the Bermuda congregation “the right hand 

of fellowship, and our own Church as a Sister-Church, yea, as they have written unto us.”332 

However, other letters from the Bermuda puritans emphasized the New England puritans as a 

source of inspiration. In a 1647 letter to John Winthrop, Patrick Copeland wrote that Winthrop 

had served to “stirre me [Copeland] up to set upon the way of God in this Iland.” A previous 

letter to Winthrop from a member a members of the Bermuda Independent congregation claimed 

that “we Desire the Fellowsh[i]p of our Christian friends, and brethren in N:E:” and invited any 

of them to join their prospective colony.333 

331 Johnson, History of New England, 265-268. 
332 White, Truth Gloriously Appearing, 53; Prynne, Fresh Discoveries, 1645; Robert Baillie, A Dissuasive from the 
Errours of the Time: Wherein the Tenets of the principall Sects, especially of the Independents…, (London, 1646). 
333 Patrick Copeland to John Winthrop, September 7, 1647 in Winthrop Papers Vol. V, 182-185. 
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The New England puritans paid attention to the events on Bermuda throughout the 1640s 

and had proclaimed numerous days of fasting and prayer in response to the plight of Bermuda’s 

puritans. When word reached New England that the Eleutheran exiles were in dire need of 

assistance John Cotton led an effort to come to their aid. Anywhere from six to eight 

congregations raised an impressive sum of £700-£800 (John Winthrop’s entire estate was valued 

at just over £100 after his death) for their relief and funded the delivery of materiel goods to the 

Eleutherans. This effort to assist the Eleutherans remained a point of pride among New England 

puritans for decades and was often referenced in 1ater seventeenth century works. In his 1702 

work, Magnalia Christi Americana, Cotton Mather praised the efforts of John Cotton in securing 

the relief for the exiles as evidence of Cotton’s stature as the preeminent puritan minister of his 

time.334 

Despite the immense pride New England puritans derived from their contribution to the 

spread of godly society on Earth, they articulated serious reservations about the new colony’s 

charter. While they provided material aid, Massachusetts Bay leaders worked to dissuade other 

puritans from going to Eleuthera. While there he met with minister Thomas Harrison, the leader 

of Virginia’s puritan community, who were themselves preparing to leave Virginia in the face of 

persecution they faced Sir William Berkeley’s royalist government. Harrison claimed that Sayle 

had been given supplies and money by the puritan community in Virginia and that Sayle invited 

the Virginia congregation to settle in Eleuthera.335 In his journal, Winthrop noted that Harrison 

and his followers considered joining the Eleutherans but had doubts about the contents of the 

334 Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana; Johnson, 231; Joshua Scottow, A Narrative of the Planting of the 
Massachusetts Colony…. (London, 1694): 40-41; Record Book Entry, January 28th, 1650, The Records of the First 
Church in Boston, 1630-1868, 50; George Gardyner, A Description of the New World…, (London, 1651): 55. 
335Edward Johnson, A History of New-England (1653): 231; Winthrop, October 20, 1648, Journal of John Winthrop, 
719-721; Patrick Copeland to John Winthrop, September 7, 1647 in Winthrop Papers, Vol. V, 182-185. 
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venture’s “Articles and Orders” and decided to seek the advice of the New England puritans, 

who dissuaded them joining Sayle. Winthrop justified their advice to Harrison in his journal: 

The 1: [first] Article was for Libertye of Conscence, wherein they provided that the Civill 
magistrate should not have Cognizance of any matter which concerned Religion, but 
every man might enjoye his owne opinion or Religion, without controll or question, (nor 
was there any word of maintayninge or professinge any Religion, or worshipp of God at 
all)…But in the waye to Eleutheria, one Captaine Butler a yonge man who came in the 
Shippe from England, made use of his Libertye to disturbe all the Company, he could not 
endure any ordinances, or worship &c: & when they arrived at one of the Eleuther[ian] 
Ilandes & were entended there to settle, he made suche a Faction, as enforced Capt. Sayle 
to remove to an other Islande.336 

The support given to the Eleutherans by New England was reciprocated. In 1650, to show 

their gratitude, the Eleutherans sent a shipment of brazilwood for the purpose of selling it and 

using the proceeds as a gift to Harvard College. The shipment was accompanied by a letter 

signed by the leaders of the Eleutheran colony, including William Sayle and Nathaniel White. 

This letter further sheds light on the complicated relationship between puritans throughout the 

Atlantic. It appears to be one of two surviving pieces of direct correspondence between the 

Eleutherans and New England clergy but it reveals that a sustained correspondence did occur but 

still contained some tension.337 The letter has three major sections with the first being a lengthy 

profession of gratitude. The final section describes the gift and how it ought to be dispensed. 

However, it is the middle section that is most interesting. This sections affirms their reverence 

for the New England puritans, but also defends their differences in judgement. Based on their 

particular experience, the Eleutherans valued being free from potentially destructive government 

oversight. This section contains praise and deference to the New England puritans, but also a 

336Articles and Orders, 1647; Winthrop, October 20, 1648 Journal of John Winthrop: 719-721. 
337Jonathan Ince, William Sayle, Nathaniel White, Robert Ridley to Bay Church Elders letter, August 17, 1650, Henry 
Dunster Notebook, 1628-1654, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, MA; (the other is a letter from John 
Cotton to Nathaniel White, April 29, 1650 in The Correspondence of John Cotton, 432-436). 



 
 

                

          

              

                 

                    

                   

               

            

       

            
               

                
              

                
                 
                 
               

  
 

              

            

              

             

               

                  

     

                                                           
                   

   
             
             

225 

certain amount of defensiveness and rebuke to the New England puritans on the part of the 

Eleutherans, revealing a curious mix of cooperation and alienation.338 

One part of the letter indicates that the New England puritans encouraged the Eleutherans 

to settle in New England. In response the Eleutherans wrote “wee must confess it is above the 

Sphear of our Activity to Come up unto you, yet our Comfort lyes here, that as God so you will 

accept according to that wee have; & not according to what wee have not; If there be a willing 

mind.”339 Another section of letter appears to defend their system of keeping civil and religious 

authority completely separate because of their direct experience a government attempting to 

enforce a particular religious mode of thought: 

Dearly Beloved brethren so ful[l] of Sympathie, your pitying our Condition, your 
grieving our [--], sighing our sighs; weeping our teares, so ful[l] of levity [entreating] & 
beseeching us so ful[l] of [fidelity] in exhorting us in the Lord not to suffer any 
discontented thoughts to arise in our hearts nor any murmuring speeches to proceed out 
of our mouths, in respect of our Losses & [Crosses] past, or present necessities but to 
sanctify the Lord in our hearts & to let our mouths bee filled with his preaches who 
thou[g]h hee feed us with the bread of Adversity & with the water of Affliction, yet our 
Sabbaths are not disturbed nor are our teachers [removed] into Corners but our eyes see 
our Teachers.340 

In contrast to Winthrop’s and Cotton’s warnings about the need to ensure the government 

supported worship, and Winthrop’s anecdote about “Captaine Butler” abusing his liberty to 

cause factionalism, the Eleutherans noted that they had achieved their charters goal by freeing 

their practices of worship from interference. Further defending their course, and the sentiment 

that everyone “walk according to what they have received, in all godliness, justice, & sobriety,” 

from their “Articles and Orders” that it was more important to be receptive to God’s will than to 

impose any kind of conformity: 

338 For a brief but similar description of the New England puritans reaction to the Eleutheran venture, see Winship, 
Hot Protestants, 174-175. 
339 Ince to Bay Church Elders letter, August 17, 1650, Henry Dunster Notebook. 
340 Ince to Bay Church Elders letter, August 17, 1650, Henry Dunster Notebook 
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Wee have (through grace) honoured him by a patient suffering the reproaches & 
persecutions of men for his name & truth so wee may likewise honour him in a patient 
waiting upon him for the accomplishment of the Counsel of his [wise] will…Gods wayes 
are not as mans wayes…We have need therefore of patient whilst those Clouds & 
darkness are removed that wee may clearly behold the Just & righteous proceeding of the 
Lord, how wee make everything to work for good to them that love God, to them who are 
Called according to His purpose.341 

This passage also may be in response to the letter from John Cotton to Nathaniel White, which 

appears to have accompanied the ship sent from Boston to Eleuthera. Cotton, using rhetoric 

familiar to any New England puritan, reminded the Eleutherans that they had the utmost 

responsibility to safeguard their church in order to serve God: 

I need not Putt you in minde…how much it concerneth you to see that the Place where 
the Church settethe downe, may (through Gods Ble[ssing]) upon their Industry [b]e fitt to 
yeild them safety, & subsistence: & that the Civill Government (as [e]ver they look to 
Prsoper, in a way of G[od]) may be so moulded by your wise Advise, as thet neither the 
Church, [nor] posterity [iv] [page break] straitned. The Seedes of Corruption, & 
Desolation [page break] the first Plantation & Constitution of Church, & 
Commonweal[th] [page break], That the Lord Jesus himself layeth the Foundations of his 
own [break in page] up Jerusalem with his owne hands, & hath founded the [break in 
page] world, so as may best conduce to his Churches good.342 

While the New England puritans had been particularly interested in the Bermuda and Eleutheran 

puritans’ plight, they both actively dissuaded other puritans from joining them and continued to 

try and persuade the Eleutherans of the important need for some government role in supporting a 

church establishment. The sentiments expressed by the New England puritans and those of the 

Eleutheran puritans demonstrates the weakness of the New England puritans’ strategy. Other 

puritans, even when sharing many of the New England puritans’ basic tenets were going to tailor 

their church practices to their own experiences and situations. In this regard, the New England 

341 Ince to Bay Church Elders letter, August 17, 1650, Henry Dunster Notebook. 
342 John Cotton to Nathaniel White, April 29, 1650 in The Correspondence of John Cotton, 434-435. While this quote 
is from a published collection, the editorial notes state that the letter itself had two tears through its middle. I have 
noted those breaks in the page were indicated in the book simply by inserting [page break] where they were 
indicated. I have chosen to insert this otherwise poor quote because presenting it in its entirety gives the reader 
enough context to understand the primary argument made by Cotton. 
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puritans were plainly uncomfortable and they proved reluctant to support puritans whose 

practices did not match their own. The New England puritans were more interested in building 

up their own godly societies rather than in forming a coalition of mostly like-minded brethren.343 

Straggling Home 

In the end, the most of the original settlers on Eleuthera would return to Bermuda during 

the 1650s. The colony never managed to prosper and merely living on the island proved too 

arduous for most. While the colony was never abandoned and remained permanently in English 

hands and settled by English colonists, Eleuthera was not able continue with its experiment of 

republican government and separation of church and state. No sophisticated system of 

governance was adequately established as legal disputes on Eleuthera were handled in Bermuda 

courts until the Bahamas received a new charter under Charles II following the Restoration. 

Additionally, the new English Commonwealth government embarked on a campaign to pacify 

the English colonies. Despite Bermuda’s early proclamations of loyalty to Charles II, the Council 

of State succeeded in forcing Bermuda’s allegiance to Parliament. While this move would seem 

to have done more to secure the liberties of Bermuda’s puritans, it was too late for Bermuda’s 

Independent congregation and the Commonwealth focused more on securing control of the 

colonies than in taking potentially divisive action. Included in the instructions to new Bermuda 

governor Josias Forster, in 1650, was a directive allowing the return of the Eleutheran exiles so 

long as they affirmed their loyalty to the Commonwealth government. While the actions of the 

343 Winship, in his book Godly Republicanism, argued that New England’s puritans hoped, but did not assume, that 
their “godly republic” model would be possible to reproduce elsewhere, though he does not address the 
Eleutheran example. See pp. 237-247. 
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Independents were validated to a degree, political changes in England and Bermuda prevented 

the measure of independence in religious affairs they desired.344 

Additionally, a near decade of chaos for Bermuda’s Independents, along with the death of 

William Golding in 1648 and Patrick Copeland around 1651, deprived the colony of some of its 

most critical leaders. While Bermuda continued to have a substantial puritan population for much 

of the rest of the century, the critical moment passed. William Sayle retained his property rights 

to the colony he later returned to Bermuda and served another stint as governor of Bermuda, but 

the appointment was deeply unpopular with Bermuda’s colonists. Nathaniel White returned to 

Bermuda around 1656, where he resumed his role as a minister. He adopted at least a mild-

conformist stance and ceased his Independent and Congregational advocacy. The momentum 

that pushed Bermuda’s puritans during the 1640s was halted by the difficulties faced by 

Bermuda’s puritans in receiving adequate support from their powerful allies in England and the 

inability to fully cooperate with largely like-minded puritans in Virginia and New England. It is 

an overreach to blame the colony’s failure as a puritan experiment squarely on the partial support 

of the New England puritans. However, the New England puritans made clear that they would 

not fully contribute to the success of a competing vision for a godly society. None of the puritan 

groups seeking to use the Atlantic to facilitate the Church of England’s reformation were able to 

overcome the particular circumstances that faced Bermuda during the upheavals of the 1640s and 

1650s.345 

344 Craton and Saunders, Islanders in the Stream: A History of the Bahamian People, 77-80; Miller, “Colonization of 
the Bahamas, 1647-1670,” 40-44. 
345 Letter from the Committee in London to Captain Josias Forster, Jan. 1, 1650, Memorials of the Discovery and 
Early Settlement of the Bermudas, vol. II, 2-8. Levy, Early Puritanism in Southern and Island Colonies, 185-186; 
Michael Craton and Gail Saunders, Islanders in the Stream: A History of the Bahamian People, 74-81; Louise Timko, 
“Puritans in Bermuda, 1612-1650” (PhD diss., Drew University, 1996): 223-226. 
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Conclusion 

In September 1655, Daniel Gookin received a commission from Oliver Cromwell tasking 

him with advertising and organizing the relocation of New England settlers to newly conquered 

Jamaica. Cromwell had hoped and expected that New Englanders would flock to Jamaica and 

anchor the colony with their godly ways, colonial experience, and proven capability in local 

governance. Cromwell had some reason to believe New England’s puritans would be eager to 

make the move. Years prior, John Cotton had reportedly expressed to Cromwell that to “take 

from the Spaniards in America would be to dry up the Euphrates.”346 Similar to the Providence 

Island Company’s attempts to entice New England settlers, Cromwell assumed that New 

Englanders would jump at the opportunity to leave the comparably miserable climate of New 

England for a warmer and, certainly more profitable, environment of Jamaica.347 

However, few New Englanders made the move. Gookin reported throughout several 

letters to John Thurloe that many New England puritans were hesitant to leave for Jamaica. 

While the most common reason cited were reports of the high mortality among the English, the 

several other reasons for their reluctance echoed that of New Englanders’ previous objections to 

relocate to Providence Island: they feared the Spanish threat, they objected to the corrupting 

atmosphere brought by “prophanenesse of the generalitie of the soliders,” and they feared that 

Jamaica would not be as profitable as they had been told. Additionally, Gookin reported that 

346 Diary of Samuel Sewall, 1674-1729 in Collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Fifth Series, Vol V 
(Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1878): 437. 
347 Instructions given unto Mr Daniell Gookin, September 26, 1655 in Daniel Gookin, 1612-1687: Assistant and 
Major General of the Massachusetts Bay Colony by Frederick William Gookin (Chicago, 1912): 87-91. 
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New Englanders also feared they would either not be able to bring their own ministers with them 

or would not be able to support a minister for several years after relocating.348 

Contrary to the earlier attempt to draw settlers from New England to Providence Island, 

there appeared to be less open hostility to the request. The Massachusetts Bay council allowed 

Gookin to publish advertisements and no existing sources contain invective similar to that hurled 

by John Winthrop and John Endecott towards the puritan nobles fifteen years earlier. Cromwell 

had long been considered a friend of New England, but unlike the nobles, he had more capability 

to exercise power over them.349 However, the parallels between this episode and the puritan 

nobles’ attempts attract New Englanders to Providence Island previously were not accidental. 

Cromwell’s justification for the “Western Designe” was authored in part by Lord Say and Sele 

and in many ways Cromwell and the Council of State had inherited many of the puritan nobles’ 

attitudes towards using the Atlantic. The imperative need to combat the Spanish Catholic threat 

while seizing the means to enhance England’s wealth and power were both essential to 

preserving and furthering the spread of godly societies. They also assumed that England’s 

religious, and political, affairs would take precedence over those of the colonies.350 

Gookin’s unsuccessful attempt to draw settlers from New England to Jamaica is a fitting 

final example of the confluence of the three broad strategies employed by the puritans to use the 

Atlantic in order to achieve the godly transformation of England. Daniel Gookin, who had 

begun his Atlantic life settled among the Separatist-founded puritan community in Virginia, 

348 Daniel Gookin to Secretary Thurloe, July 24, 1656 in Daniel Gookin, 1612-1687: Assistant and Major General of 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony by Frederick William Gookin (Chicago, 1912): 98-100. 
349 John Endecott to Oliver Cromwell, October 23, 1656. Bodleian Library, Rawlinson A43, f. 125. 
350 Kupperman referred to the Western Design as “the logical culmination of thirty years of development and 
struggle” on the part of the English in the Atlantic. See Kupperman, “Errand to the West Indies,” 90. For a similar 
argument that places the Western Design as both an example of continuity as well as a major evolution of 
England’s colonial stance see Pestana, The English Conquest of Jamaica: Oliver Cromwell’s Bid for Empire 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017). 
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exhibited the adaptability and wedding of economic with religious success that the Separatist 

strategy for using the Atlantic had required. Despite his own efforts to arrange the resettlement of 

New Englanders to Jamaica, he himself remained in Massachusetts for the remainder of his life. 

The New England puritans, justified in their wariness concerning Jamaica’s high mortality, cited 

the threat of Spanish attack, were suspicious towards claims of easy prosperity to be had in 

Jamaica, and noted the likely difficulties in maintaining ministers there still prized the 

preservation of their churches above other concerns. Finally, the puritan nobles, whose strategy 

for the Atlantic was evident in the Western Design, and despite their own rapid decline in 

influence at that time, still assumed the deference of other colonial puritans to their own 

endeavors and prioritized wealth and power via the Caribbean as the key to establishing a godly 

England. 

The Western Design was a turning point in the evolution of the English Atlantic, 

representing a major step in the emergence of a centralized and modern English state. The 

conquest, albeit beset by missteps and enormous casualties, of a foreign territory by an 

expeditionary military force, with nearly all elements managed by the state was a significant step 

forward in England’s colonization activities.351 Colonization had previously been undertaken by 

disparate groups, was often independently funded, and with a variety of motivations and 

methods. Largely for those same reasons, it is a fitting conclusion for this discussion of the 

competing puritan efforts to use the Atlantic to facilitate the godly reformation of England. The 

three major groups of puritans who took to the Atlantic did so during times of general opposition 

and conflict with the Crown and Anglican Church and directly relying on England’s 

351 For discussions on the significance of the Western Design see, Pestana, The English Conquest of Jamaica: Oliver 
Cromwell’s Bid for Empire; Carl and Roberta Bridenbaugh, No Peace Beyond the Line: The English in the Caribbean, 
1624-1690 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972); S.A.G. Taylor, The Western Designe: An Account of 
Cromwell’s Expedition to the Caribbean. Kingston: Institute of Jamaica and the Jamaica Historical Society, 1965. 
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decentralized approach to colonization. While puritanism remained a vibrant force in much of 

the Atlantic, the New England colonies were the only remaining definitively puritan societies in 

the colonies.352 

Puritanism persisted in England and in Bermuda, but outright puritan colonization did not 

continue in the late-seventeenth century. The increasingly centralized nature of English 

colonization during the later seventeenth century was partly to blame, as puritans took advantage 

of the relative autonomy of the fragmented nature of early English colonization. Even after the 

Restoration, the administration of the colonies remained under a patchwork of different colonial 

governments for much of the seventeenth century which allowed puritans to continue to thrive in 

places where they already had a critical mass. However, in some continuity with the 

Commonwealth governments’ prioritization on compelling the loyalty of the colonies over 

“puritanizing” them, the multitude of religious upheavals throughout the Atlantic led the English 

government to steadily increase the pressure of the English state upon the colonies throughout 

the remained of the seventeenth century.353 

However, it was not simply the beginning of the transition from fragmented to centralized 

colonization that was responsible for the loss of momentum among puritans engaged with the 

Atlantic. Divisions among puritans who sought to use the Atlantic to reform the Church of 

England had been baked in from the beginning. Categorizing puritans by their strategy for using 

the Atlantic demonstrates another lens through which to understand colonial development, as 

352 Michael P. Winship discusses the impact of the erosion of autonomy in puritan New England in Hot Protestants, 
Chapter 20. 
353 For discussions on the submergence of puritanism within a broader English imperial framework and outlook see 
Owen Stanwood, The Empire Reformed: English American in the Age of the Glorious Revolution; Pestana, 
Protestant Empire, 2009: chaps. 5 and 6; Stephen Saunders Webb, The Governors’ General: The English Army and 
the Definition of the Empire, 1569-1681 (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and 
Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by the University of North Carolina Press, 1979). David Armitage argues that despite the 
centrality of religion in Great Britain’s later imperial identity, it was more divisive than unifying in its early period, 
The Ideological Origins of the British Empire. 
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these strategies both shaped the colonies they settled in, but were also responsive to particular 

colonial circumstances. The Separatists found Virginia attractive because its decentralized 

political allowed them to embed themselves in its emerging economy, but they also depended on 

its makeshift and loose religious infrastructure to maintain puritan communities. Richard Bennett 

used his growing economic and social prominence there to launch himself and his fellow 

puritans in control of both Virginia and Maryland in the 1650s. Additionally, the puritan nobles’ 

approach that the colonies served as a source of wealth and power that they would then use to 

reform England fed their reliance on joint-stock ventures and focused on colonial regions that 

produced wealth. They aimed to keep colonial authority in England and were dismissive of 

colonists’ problems. While their strategy allowed for some puritan communities to take hold, it 

also exacerbated colonial dysfunction generally and religious controversies in particular. The 

New England puritans had the most direct influence over a colonial region, but their insistence 

that their particular colonies would serve as the font of England’s reformation made them 

prioritize their own colony’s literal and spiritual security. 

The competing Atlantic strategies employed by puritans to reform the Church of England 

present another factor in explaining puritanism’s internal divisions and its evolution. As Francis 

J. Bremer noted, “the sectarian element of puritanism and its aspiration to become a church” 

constantly bedeviled puritans’ efforts to reform the Church of England.354 However, divisions 

were also shaped by their relationship to Atlantic colonization. The New England puritans’ 

strident protectiveness of their own colonies often clashed with the puritan nobles who believed 

the Atlantic colonies themselves were secondary to events in England. Different implementations 

354 Francis J. Bremer, First Founders: American Puritans and Puritanism in an Atlantic World, 2. For a more specific 
discussion of “sectarian” rifts within puritanism see Bremer, The Puritan Experiment: New England Society from 
Bradford to Edwards (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1976): chaps. 9 and 10. 
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of republican and Congregationalism emerged in New England and Bermuda and were shaped 

by specific experiences within those colonies.355 

Puritans who settled in the early seventeenth century Atlantic did so with purpose. While 

historians have sought avoid the triumphalism of Perry Miller’s “Errand into the Wilderness” 

concept, with its implications of American exceptionalism and exaggeration of New England’s 

unique nature, relocating to the Atlantic was not an incidental undertaking.356 Historians work to 

recognize both the diversity of puritanism as well as its interconnected nature while still working 

to keep it grounded in the realities of English, American, and Atlantic history has served to 

continually add new factors with which to contend. In addition to the seemingly unending 

onslaught of considerations present by the Atlantic paradigm, puritan studies have never stayed 

still for long. There is perhaps no better summation of wading into puritanism’s historiography 

than Bremer’s title for a work on puritans in a transatlantic context: “Defining Puritanism – 

Again?”357 Decades of scholarship on puritanism’s definition has resulted in a general 

acceptance of a broad categorization. Embracing the ambiguities of puritanism’s definition 

combined with the Atlantic’s incredible diversity necessitates for the search for new frameworks 

of analysis. 

355 This argument is limited to puritans’ strategic use of the Atlantic and is not to suggest that no work has been 
done on role of religious views in shaping interaction, perception, and behavior in the Atlantic. For just a couple of 
the recent works that emphasize this see, Kristen Block, Ordinary Lives in the Early Caribbean: Religion, Colonial 
Competition, and the Politics of Profit (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2012); Heather Miyano Kopelson, 
Faithful Bodies: Performing Religion and Race in the Puritan Atlantic (New York: New York University Press, 2014). 
356 For a substantial critique of the implications of Miller’s ideas see Winship, Godly Republicanism: Puritans, 
Piligrims, and a City on a Hill, chap. 10. 
357 Francis J. Bremer, “Defining Puritanism – Again?” in Puritanism: Transatlantic Perspectives on a Seventeenth-
Century Anglo-American Faith edited by Francis J. Bremer (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, distributed by 
the Northeastern University Press, 1993). For an overview on the difficulties of defining puritanism see the 
introduction by John Coffey and Paul C.H. Lim to The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism edited by John Coffey 
and Paul C.H. Lim (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008): 1-15. Michael P. Winship describes the virtues of 
avoiding any attempts to arrive at a fixed definition in “Were There any Puritans in New England?” The New 
England Quarterly 74, no. 1 (Mar., 2001): 118-138. 
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