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� one can, perhaps, be forgiven for asking why there is a need for any new
publications on the Puritans. As the three fine books covered by this review demon-
strate, however, historians who are willing to question existing narratives, apply new
paradigms, or go beyond traditional boundaries can expand our understanding of a
group of people who are still often viewed in almost mythic terms. Although the works
in question deal with very different aspects of life in early New England, they are linked
by something of a common thread. In each of these books, the author argues for 
integrating what might be seen as a subject of only peripheral interest into the broader 
narrative of New England history.

review
The Puritan Periphery

John A. Grigg



For decades, Puritan studies was dominated by the works of Perry Miller, partic-
ularly Orthodoxy in Massachusetts and the two volumes of The New England Mind.1
Although deeply researched, Miller’s work rests heavily on the writings of leading Puri-
tan ministers and accepts almost without question that all New Englanders adhered to a
similar theology, that the Puritans had deliberately set off on an “errand into the wilder-
ness,” and that religious commitment in the region began to decline around the mid-
seventeenth century.

In the last thirty years or so, historians have dramatically reinterpreted the
nature of Puritan New England. A healthy disagreement—still unsettled—emerged in
the 1980s over what exactly motivated thousands of English men and women to immi-
grate to America.2 The idea of a monolithic Puritan orthodoxy has been thoroughly
repudiated by such scholars as Janice Knight and Stephen Foster.3 Foster has also
demolished the legitimacy of the declension argument, demonstrating it to be “an
internal controversy as old as the Puritan movement.”4 In a similar vein, Theodore
Dwight Bozeman has put to rest the idea of the Puritans setting out in 1630 on a pre -
conceived “errand into the wilderness,” showing how this, too, was a notion con-
structed much later in the seventeenth century.5 The plethora of work on the Puritans
in New England resists methodological summary—not to mention the abundance of
work on the Puritans in England.

Despite this outpouring of scholarship, little work has been done on what role, if
any, separatism played in the formation of the New England Way. For the most part,
separatism is treated as the position that the majority of New England Puritans refused
to embrace. At its best, separatism was an annoying outlier; at its worst, it threatened to
tear the colony apart. This interpretation has its roots in Edmund S. Morgan’s Puritan
Dilemma, in which he argues that the history of the early years of the Massachusetts
Bay Colony is “very largely the history of John Winthrop’s efforts to meet the various
dangers presented by separatism.”6 In Morgan’s analysis, separatism presented two
primary dangers: it “could disintegrate the colony,” while at the same time its repudia-
tion of the Church of England “might excite the anger of the English Government.”7 In
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Morgan’s account—call it “Miller light”—moderate congregationalism and separatism
engaged in a theological contest in which there could be no compromise. Massachu-
setts succeeded by marginalizing and removing such separatist extremists as Roger
Williams and Anne Hutchinson.8 Since the separatists apparently lost their argu-
ment with the Massachusetts Bay establishment, most historians have relegated
separatism—particularly its home base in the Plymouth Colony—to the New Eng-
land periphery.

In Godly Republicanism, Michael Winship challenges this confrontational,
winner-take-all paradigm, arguing instead for a kind of dialectical process wherein the
ecclesiology that emerged in Massachusetts was a synthesis that resulted from a dia-
logue between separatists and non-separatists. Not simply an examination of theologi-
cal arguments among Puritan ministers over the question of separatism, Winship’s
volume is rooted in Puritanism’s cultural, political, and social milieu.

Because of the case Winship is making, it is necessary for him to engage with—
and frequently challenge (although never brusquely)—the work of other scholars.
These historiographical discussions are often key, as the strength of Winship’s case is
often only fully apparent once one is aware of the current interpretation. An example
of this is Winship’s argument for re-centering the radical Henry Barrow within the
Puritan narrative. It is only after Winship critiques interpretations by Stephen Foster
and Patrick Collinson that one understands the importance of the reinterpretation
Winship presents.

At the core of Winship’s book is his case that separatism was an integral, though
not necessarily dominant, part of the Puritan experiment. He posits that the Puritan/
separatist boundary was permeable, as ideas of church government crossed in both
directions. For example, he argues that the place of the Leiden congregation in Puritan
rhetoric is a sign of the importance that separatism played in Puritan thinking. Leiden
was a separatist church; the Puritans frequently declared that Leiden was an important
model for church government, thus suggesting an implicit endorsement of at least a
degree of separatism.

To a large extent, much of Godly Republicanism is an argument with what has
not yet been exorcized of the ghost of Perry Miller. In particular, Winship points out
that the marginalization of the separatist colony at Plymouth was accomplished by
Miller, and that “later historians of Massachusetts have taken Miller’s dismissal of Ply-
mouth as foundational, while adjusting and building on it in various ways” (134, 135).
In arguing for the importance of Plymouth, Winship lays the groundwork for two of
the more pivotal chapters of the book, both of which deal with the church at Salem.
Chapter 6 argues that church government at Salem was heavily influenced by Ply-
mouth teachings, while chapter 7 argues that Salem, in turn, influenced the structure
of the early Massachusetts churches. Although Winship makes it clear that he cannot
definitively prove that the structure of the church at Salem was due to Plymouth alone,
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he insists that “the congregationalist founding of the Salem church is strong testimony
to the vital role Plymouth played in the founding of Salem’s church” (145).

Salem’s encounter with separatism led to a figurative slap in the face for new
arrivals in 1630. When John Winthrop’s fleet arrived that year, many of those who
came were denied access to the elements on their first Sunday of worship in the New
World. Although Winship makes it clear that Salem’s separatism represents an
extreme end of Massachusetts church government, he argues that subsequent Massa-
chusetts churches went “along with Salem’s practice of putting a separatist wall
around themselves, yet [denied] that this acceptance amounted to an endorsement of
complete separatism” (174).

This imitation of Salem’s practice was critical, Winship argues, because the in -
dependent nature of the churches was reflected in the style of government created for
the colony as a whole, the godly republicanism of his title. While fully aware that the
term “republicanism” is anachronistic when applied to the seventeenth century, he
argues that it has “the advantage of drawing attention to important but neglected
assumptions and webs of concern that tied puritanism to more overtly secular political
phenomena” (5). As Winship sees it, “Massachusetts was a deliberate exercise by the
saints in auto nomous state formation, independent like its churches” (204). This state
formation required virtuous rulers, and the surest sign of virtue was “membership in a
church that took policing itself seriously,” an approach to government (both ecclesias-
tical and secular), Winship argues, that “had deep puritan and separatist roots” (198).

Thus separatism, in Winship’s analysis, was a key element in the evolution of
church and political government in the largely unique structures in Massachusetts Bay.
Does Winship make his case? To this reviewer, his arguments are persuasive. Although
there are some gaps (necessitated by the absence of documentary evidence), Winship’s
logic carries him over them. That said, those who are scholars of Puritanism will be
better equipped to take the full measure of Winship’s argument.

�
Laura Chmielewski’s Spice of Popery, like Winship’s Godly Republicanism, analyzes a
process of hybridization. In this case, it emerges from religious–cultural exchanges in
Maine from the late seventeenth century through the early decades of the eighteenth.
Chmielewski takes her lead from Jon Butler’s call in Awash in a Sea of Faith for the con-
struction of a “ ‘more complex religious past’—one specifically marked by religious
eclecticism” (5, quoting Butler). Chmielewski argues that the province of Maine was
home to a “diverse Christian population” (4), and her book seeks to explore this diver-
sity and explain how it was created. In so doing, Chmielewski uses the borderlands
idea as a conceptual tool. Although the idea of borderlands or zones of interaction is
not an especially new one, its use as an interpretative tool is more recent, its emergence
in some ways marked by a forum in the American Historical Review in 1999.9
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Perhaps one of the more important contributions of the borderlands idea is its
placement of these contested areas at the center of analysis rather than on the periph-
ery. Thus, rather than being a region that the center is unable to police effectively, the
borderlands becomes a region that attracts those seeking to escape control by central
authorities. Such people create a unique culture. In recent years, a burgeoning litera-
ture has used the borderlands concept as a means of interpretation.10 While religion is
often examined in these works, it is less common that religion is the focus of border-
lands literature.

For Chmielewski, however, religion was the singular contributing factor for the
hybrid settler culture that emerged in Maine. She argues—persuasively—that Maine
represents a “temporal and literal crossroads,” and she emphasizes that its eclecticism
arose because the laws in place to control religious loyalty and practice were “in -
effective” (4, 5). On the surface, settler culture was divided between the Catholicism of
New France and the Puritanism of the English settlers. As Chmielewski rightly notes,
any such dichotomy ignores more complex variations. Catholicism as practiced in
New France differed from Catholicism as practiced in France. Furthermore, many
Native Americans embraced Catholicism—especially the Wabanakis, who were key
players in Maine and receive due attention in Spice of Popery. Indian expressions of
Catholicism often diverged from what the Jesuits of New France taught and so fur-
ther diversified religious belief. Nor did Protestant ministers who practiced in Maine
always demonstrate the ideal of David D. Hall’s “faithful shepherd.”11 Chmielewski
notes that among the ranks of ministers were Quakers and Baptists as well as men
accused of a range of moral failures, including alcoholism and adultery (one of the
more famous marginal ministers in Maine was George Burroughs, executed at Salem
in 1692).

One of the great strengths of Spice of Popery is that Chmielewski compels us to
look at familiar stories from a different perspective. Here again, her use of the border-
lands concept is important. The old idea of frontiers created the sense of something that
was impermeable, with the two sides meeting only in conflict or peace negotiations. In
Chmielewski’s Maine, Protestants and Catholics are, frequently, forced to deal with one
another’s existence and, in so doing, cannot avoid being influenced by other beliefs.
Catholicism influenced Maine Protestantism to such an extent that Increase Mather
declared Protestants in the region to have acquired Chmielewski’s eponymous “spice
of popery.”
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One of the best examples of the power of Chmielewski’s approach is her treat-
ment of Mainers taken captive to New France. Certainly historians of the period are
familiar with this subject. James Axtell has analyzed captivity at length, and John
Demos has provided a brilliant microhistory of one such captive.12 For the most part,
such works deal with the captives within the community in which they were held. By
considering captives who married into the Catholic faith in New France, but who main-
tained regular contact with family in Maine, Chmielewski is able to examine the way in
which these people, who were seen as having abandoned their Puritan beliefs, forced
their Puritan relatives to confront Catholicism on a regular basis. Mary Storer, captured
in 1692, for example, paid at least one visit to her siblings and family in Wells, which gave
her New England family the opportunity to pressure her to return to her childhood
faith, which she never did. Reluctantly, her family came to accept her conversion to the
Catholic faith. Although never pleased about it, the New England Storers remained in
contact with their estranged kin, signaling some kind of acceptance. This acceptance
did not, however, extend to her sharing in her patrimony. Mary’s father, Joseph Storer,
all but wrote her out of his will, suggesting, Chmielewski argues, the limits of toleration.

By examining the way in which contested religion brought Maine’s Protestants
face-to-face with Catholics in noncombative situations, Chmielewski is able to press
her case for the influence of Catholicism on Maine Protestantism. In the Long Peace
that followed Queen Anne’s War, interactions between English settlers and a number of
Indian peoples increased. But, since many of these Indian bands had embraced some
form of Catholicism, their religious culture compelled English settlers to confront
Catholicism in everyday actions. For example, traveling bands would set out for French
missions to meet on saints’ days, Catholic Indians would celebrate feasts such as Christ-
mas, and at least one land deal asked for a quart of liquor to be paid every Christmas. All
these actions reminded Puritan Mainers of their religious rivals to the north.

In a similar fashion, Protestant settlers were brought face-to-face with devotion
to the Blessed Virgin Mary. French settlers, Indian converts, and captives who had
embraced Catholicism all brought Marian devotion into the daily awareness of the
English. The Maine borderlands also led to a different approach to the looting of
churches. As Chmielewski puts it, “Catholics and Protestants both engaged in a fron-
tier recycling program of religious material culture” (239). Bells, altars, and other
objects that had graced Catholic chapels were used in Protestant, particularly Angli-
can, churches.

Chmielewski recognizes the complex interaction between borderlands settlers
and the regions themselves. Although she essentially argues that it was the nature of
society along the Maine frontier that led to what her subtitle describes as “converging
Christianities,” she is aware that eclectic regions often attracted eclectic people. She
demonstrates this in her account of the life of Hannah Swarton. As Chmielewski notes,
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at first glance, Swarton “appears to be a rather unremarkable Puritan woman who
finds herself in remarkable circumstances” (79). But there was one important excep-
tion to Swarton’s normalcy: her husband John was neither a Puritan nor English. He
was from Jersey, in the Channel Islands—an island community marked by religious
diversity—and his native language was French rather than English. In New England,
John was probably marked as an outsider, and one of fairly humble means, his rudi-
mentary English further hampering his participation in Puritan rituals. In 1687, John
and Hannah moved to Maine after receiving a grant of land. Just a few years later,
John died defending his town against an Indian attack. Hannah and their children
went into captivity, from which Hannah and maybe one of her children returned nine
months later. At least one daughter converted to Catholicism and remained in New
France to raise a family. While it is unquestionable that the nature of the Maine border-
lands had a profound effect on the Swarton family fortunes, it also seems clear that
John’s eclectic background drew him and his family to the Maine borderlands.

Spice of Popery is an impressive achievement. Though scholars of eighteenth-
century missions, religion, and Indian–colonial interactions may not find a great deal
of information here of which they are not already aware, the power of the book lies in
Chmielewski’s use of the borderlands as an interpretative tool to retell the stories in an
important new way. In the past, the story of the Maine borderlands has essentially been
one of combat and violence, of contested boundaries. There is much about this story
that is true. Chmielewski shows that such an interpretation is insufficient. While vio-
lence, often revolving around religion, did occur, so did a grudging acceptance, as did
movement across boundaries far more permeable than those one might find in Boston
or Quebec.

�
Though Walter W. Woodward does not seek to explain any kind of hybridization, he,
too, is dealing with subject matter not normally considered part of the study of Puritan
New England. Already the subject of a number of very positive reviews, Woodward’s
Prospero’s America analyzes the role that alchemy, particularly as practiced by John
Winthrop Jr., played in New England in the second half of the seventeenth century.13 In
so doing, Woodward joins a recent scholarly trend that seeks to reconsider the role
played by alchemy in the early modern Atlantic world.14
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One suspects that many readers (including this reviewer) have little more than
a passing knowledge of the nature of alchemy. Far from merely an attempt to turn
base metals into gold, alchemy was grounded in the idea that all true knowledge had
its source in God. Thus, the acquisition of knowledge would necessarily lead one to a
deeper understanding of God, which would, in turn, enable one to lead society for-
ward. While the quest for knowledge is normally associated today with such scientific
thinkers as Francis Bacon, Woodward reminds us that an easy distinction between
religion and science may lead us astray if applied to the early modern period. We see
the interaction between the two in the thought of Jan Comenius—an important fig-
ure among alchemists—who sought a unity of knowledge, referred to as “pan-
sophism,” across a plethora of fields. Comenius argued, among other things, that the
acquisition of all knowledge was a necessary precursor to the conversion of non-
Christians, in turn a precursor to the Second Coming of Christ.

Understanding the nature of alchemy in these terms makes it easier to see how it
could have a place in New England society. The presence of such extra-orthodox
thinking in Puritan communities has been widely accepted by historians for at least
two decades, since the publication of David D. Hall’s Worlds of Wonder, Days of Judg-
ment made clear just how much folk religion (to use Hall’s term) played a role in the
lives of those heretofore orthodox folk in Massachusetts.15 However, there is a differ-
ence between alchemy and the types of folk religion described by Hall. Hall argues that
folk religion was embraced by a significant number of laity while being almost univer-
sally rejected by the clergy. While one suspects that many ministers were aware of the
futility of their attempts to stamp out such practices as the hanging of horseshoes, they
nonetheless persisted in their efforts, seeing it as part of a battle against the forces of
darkness. In contrast, Woodward argues, alchemy was more broadly accepted among
New Englanders. Woodward concedes that there were times, especially during peri-
ods of tension or stress over other matters, that a “significant number of Puritans cast a
wary eye on the alchemists among the godly,” and that a small minority among the
orthodox always “viewed alchemy as potentially subversive.” Nonetheless, he asserts
that “most New England Puritans, most of the time, accepted the alchemists’ practic-
ing in their communities without reservation” (47).

Woodward’s work is both a partial biography of John Winthrop Jr. and an analy-
sis of how deeply alchemical practices were embedded in seventeenth-century New
England—and indeed in much of the early modern European world. As Woodward
makes clear, alchemy was not an addendum to Winthrop’s Puritan worldview, but an
essential component. In Woodward’s words, Winthrop was “committed to the use of
alchemy as a means of rendering Christian service and as a key to unlocking the hid-
den mysteries of nature” (3). As Woodward sees it, Christian alchemy “complemented
rather than challenged” Puritan beliefs, since it “mirrored and symbolized the spiritual
objectives of the Puritan saint” (38).
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In developing a reputation as a practitioner of alchemy, Winthrop found him-
self at the center of significant aspects of life in New England. For example, in the
absence of doctors, alchemists such as Winthrop were sought out by the sick and their
relatives. By offering medical care based on their secret knowledge, alchemists, Wood-
ward notes, “derived personal power and status from their knowledge of this scientific
and spiritual art” (176). Winthrop’s alchemical activities also established his authority
during witchcraft accusations. Following Hall, Woodward argues that occult practices
did not exist in strict opposition to Puritan orthodoxy but, rather, “occup[ied] a posi-
tion along a continuum of acceptability” (217). Serving as a kind of seventeenth-
century expert witness, Winthrop consistently endorsed a moderate approach to
witchcraft accusations. Although recognizing that those accused of witchcraft were
often guilty of disrupting society in some way and so needed to be punished, Winthrop
refused to sanction the execution of witches and often rejected witchcraft itself as a
credible reason for the actions in question.

Winthrop’s alchemical practices also created close relationships with some
Native Americans who, aware of the high regard in which Winthrop was held by set-
tlers, sought out Winthrop when illness struck. Winthrop’s success in treating Native
Americans, coupled with the wonder-inducing equipment he used to conduct experi-
ments on his New London plantation, raised his status among them. Indeed, coupled
with his political authority, his healing abilities enabled him to present himself to the
local natives as both “shaman and sachem” (111). However, as Woodward documents,
Winthrop’s status did not exempt him from power struggles with some Indians in the
region, particularly the Mohegan leader Uncas.

Winthrop’s reputation began to spread beyond the European colonists in New
England. During a 1662 visit to England, Winthrop was first nominated and then
elected a member of the Royal Society, becoming the first American colonist to receive
that honor. Through membership in the society, Winthrop gained access to patronage,
investment capital, and the key intellectual exchanges of the day.

This is a fine study by Woodward. Not strictly a biography, it nonetheless places
Winthrop at the center of the account. A minor quibble would be the author’s determi-
nation to attribute so much of Winthrop’s actions solely to his alchemical worldview.
Take, for example, his argument that Winthrop’s occult knowledge played a key role in
his attitude toward accusations of witchcraft, which is well founded. However, one won-
ders what other factors influenced Winthrop’s thinking. Although England was still
very much an early modern society, there was, as Woodward notes at other points, a
move away from providential explanations for events. As a result, there had been a
decline in witchcraft accusations both in England and in Europe as a whole. Is it possi-
ble that Winthrop’s involvement with Royal Society members in the 1660s had, quite
apart from his alchemical beliefs, convinced him that belief in witchcraft was in -
compatible with a scientific view of the world? If so, did that incompatibility contribute
to the way he viewed witchcraft accusations once he returned to New England?
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All three of these books are fine additions to the literature on the Puritans. As
long as scholars continue to produce works of this quality, Puritan studies will retain
an important and vibrant place in early American history.

� john a. grigg teaches history at the University of Nebraska, Omaha, and
specializes in the history of religion in colonial America. He is the author of The
Lives of David Brainerd: The Making of an American Evangelical Icon (2009), and
the editor of British Colonial America: People and Perspectives (2008).
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