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Most documents sent from America to the European powers reveal such
generally political intentions. Europe responded by issuing directives aimed
at controlling events across the sea. Even when good policies were articulated
in Europe, however, applying them in the New World entailed further prob-
lems. By the time instructions arrived in Hispaniola, Mexico, Jamestown, or
Quebec, new events in the colony might have rendered them pointless. Dis-
tance made control both crucial and difficult. Whereas formal authority typ-
jcally resided in Europe, power as an informal fact of life and experience and
circumstance belonged to those in America who could seize and use it or who
acquired it by virtue of what they did rather than the official investitures they
bore. Mutiny became so pervasive a fact or fear in America precisely because
individuals and groups had, morally and geographically, great latitude in the
thinly populated colonial enclaves. If writing served in this fluid, ambiguous
universe as a means to influence official policy at home, it also emerged as a
means of justifying actions (as with Cortés) that violated or ignored European
directives.

Early American writing had, though, a third and more compelling purpose
as a literature of witness. That we know so much about the European devas-
tation of the West Indies comes from the fact that some Europeans
responded powerfully to that devastation in writing. Although no one typifies
this mood better than Bartolomé de las Casas, who assailed Spain’s ruthless
destruction of whole peoples in America, it is the rare European document
that does not reveal the bloody truths of Europe’s colonial dreams. Starting
on the Columbian voyages themselves and flowering in the Spanish West
Indies, especially in the 1540s and 1550s when debates about the mistreat-
ment of the natives earnestly moved the clerics and government officials at
home, the New World inspired an outpouring of written expression. Not all
the literature of witness speaks to specific issues of policy or particular pub-
lic debates, but in many of the texts one senses a critical eye, a point of view
not likely to be swayed by the slogans of empire or faith or even wealth. Writ-
ers such as Diaz del Castillo, the chronicler of Cortés, and England’s John
Smith came from the underclass of their native countries, where but for the
opportunities represented by America they might well have spent their days
in silence. As a result, their writing could be subversive, even mutinous,
achieving its greatest depth when it captured a vision of America as not just
a dependent province of the Old World, but a place where much that was gen-
uinely new might be learned.

PILGRIM AND PURITAN

The establishment of Plymouth Plantation on the South Shore of Massachu-
setts in 1620 brought to North America a new kind of English settler. The
founders of the colony (later called Pilgrims by their leader and historian
William Bradford) shared with their allies, the Puritans, a wish to purify
Christian belief and practice. Whereas the Puritans were initially willing to
work within the confines of the established Church of England, the Pilgrims
thought it so corrupt that they wished to separate themselves from it com-
pletely. While still in England, they set up their own secret congregation in
the village of Scrooby in Nottinghamshire. Often subject to persecution and
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colonists survived this “starving time” by virtue of their own fortitude and the
essential aid of the nearby Wampanoag Indians and their leader, Massasoit.
From these “small beginnings,” as Bradford was eager to declare, grew a com-
munity of mythical Import to the later nation,
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in making his rapturous litany of Christ’s attributes: “He is altogether lovely
in everything, lovely in His person, lovely in His natures, lovely in His prop-
erties, lovely in His offices, lovely in His titles, lovely in His practice, lovely
in His purchases and lovely in His relations.” All of Taylor’s art is a medita-
tion on the miraculous gift of the Incarnation, and in this respect his sensi-
bility is typically Puritan. Anne Bradstreet, who is remarkably frank about
confessing her religious doubts, told her children that it was “upon this rock
Christ Jesus” that she built her faith.

Not surprisingly, the Puritans held to the strictest requirements regarding
communion, or, as they preferred to call it, the Lord’s Supper. It was the more
important of the two sacraments they recognized. (baptism being the other),
and they guarded it with a zeal that set them apart from all other dissenters.
In the beginning communion was regarded as a sign of election; to be taken
only by those who had become church members by standing before their min-
ister and elders and giving an account of their conversion. This insistence on
challenging their members made these New England churches more rigor-
ous than any others and confirmed the feeling that they were a special few.
Thus when John Winthrop addressed the immigrants to the .Bay Colony
aboard the flagship Arbella in 1630, he told them that the eyes of the world
were on them and that they would be an example for all, a “city upon a hill.”
Like William Bradford for the Pilgrims, Winthrop in his history of the Puri-
tans wished to record the actualization of that dream.

WRITING IN TONGUES

While the New England colonies have conventionally been regarded as the
centerpiece of early American literature, the first North American settlements
had been founded elsewhere many years earlier. Saint Augustine, Jamestown,
Santa Fe, Albany, and New York, for instance, are all older than Boston. More
important, English was not the only language in which early North American
texts were written. Indeed, it was a tardy arrival in America, and its eventual
emergence as the dominant language of classic American literature was
hardly inevitable. To some extent, the large initial immigration to Boston in
the -1630s, the high articulation of Puritan cultural ideals, and the early
establishment of a college and a printing press in Cambridge all gave New
England a substantial edge. In time, political events would make English a
useful lingua franca for the colonies at large and, in time, the literary
medium of choice. :

Before 1700, however, and often long after it, other languages remained
actively in use not only for mundane purposes but also as expressive vehicles.
Particularly beyond the vague borders of the English colonial world (the shift-
ing lines between French Canada and New England as well as the southern
colonies and Spanish Florida, for example), those other languages were com-
pletely dominant. Even within the limits of the eventual thirteen colonies,
there existed large enclaves of speakers of languages other than English, espe-
cially in the middle colonies. Among the noteworthy settlers of New Nether-
Jand, for instance, were Belgian Walloons, near neighbors of the Dutch in

Europe but speakers of a radically different language. The mix of “foreigners”
in Albany, begun as a fur trade post by Netherlander merchants on the upper




