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“My object is altogether of a moral and political
nature. I wish to encourage and strengthen, in the ris-
ing generation, a sense of the importance of republican
institutions; as being the great foundation of public
and private happiness, the necessary aliment of future
and permanent ameliorations in the condition of hu-
man nature.

“This is the moment in America to give such a
direction to poetry, painting and the other fine arts,
that true and useful ideas of glory may be implanted
in the minds of men here, to take the place of the false
and destructive ones that have degraded the species in
other countries; impressions that have become so
wrought into their sacred institutions, that it is there
thought impious to detect them and dangerous to root
them out, tho acknowledged to be false. Wo be to the
republican principle, and to all the institutions it sup-
ports when once the pernicious doctrine of the holi-
ness of error shall creep into the creed of our schools
and distort the intellect of our citizens.”

JOEL BARLOW, IN THE PREFACE TO THE PHILA-
DELPHIA EDITION OF THE Columbiad, 1807
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THE USE OF THE PAST



“I am sensible that there are defects in our
federal government, yet they are so much lighter
than those of monarchies, that I view them with
much indulgence. I rely too, on the good sense
of the people for remedy, whereas the evils of
monarchical government are beyond remedy. If
any of our countrymen wish for a King, give
them Aesop’s fable of the frogs who asked a
King; if this does not cure them, send them to
Europe. They will go back good republicans.”’

FROM JEFFERSON’S LETTER TO DR. RAMSAY
Paris, August 4, 1787



The Use of the Past

EVERY generation rewrites the past. In easy times history
is more or less of an ornamental art, but in times of danger we
are driven to the written record by a pressing need to find
answers to the riddles of today. We need to know what kind
of firm ground other men, belonging to generations before us,
have found to stand on. In spite of changing conditions of life
they were not very different from ourselves, their thoughts
were the grandfathers of our thoughts, they managed to meet
situations as difficult as those we have to face, to meet them
sometimes lightheartedly, and in some measure to make their
hopes prevail. We need to know how they did it.

In times of change and danger when there is a quicksand of
fear under men’s reasoning, a sense of continuity with genera-
tions gone before can stretch like a lifeline across the scary
present and get us past that idiot delusion of the exceptional
Now that blocks good thinking. That is why, in times like ours,
when old institutions are caving in and being replaced by new
institutions not necessarily in accord with most men’s precon-
ceived hopes, political thought has to look backwards as well
as forwards.

In spite of the ritual invocation of the names of the Found-
ing Fathers round election time, Americans as a people notably
lack a sense of history. We have taken the accomplishments in
statebuilding of the seventeenth century colonists and of the
thirteen states for granted as we took the rich forest loam and
the coal and the iron and the oil and the buffalo. We have
wasted and exploited our political heritage with the same
childish lack of foresight that has wrecked our forests and
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4 THE GROUND WE STAND ON

eroded our farmlands and ruined the grazing on the great
plains. Now that we are caught up short at the edge of the
precipice, face to face with the crowded servitude from which
our fathers fled to a new world, the question is how much is
left; how much of their past achievement is still part of our
lives? It is not a question of what we want; it is a question
of what is. Our history, the successes and failures of the men
who went before us, is only alive in so far as some seeds and
shoots of it are still stirring and growing in us today.

The Americans of our time who have put their minds to
work 1in this direction have come late, on the whole, to under-
standing the actuality of the American past. They had to get
a lot of callow debunking off their chests first. Right from the
beginning the line of American thinking has been twisted off
the straight course by periods of backsliding into a provincial
tone towards Europe. One of those periods has come to an
abrupt end right now.

Young men were set from childhood against looking with
fresh eyes into our history by the lackluster almost apologetic
tone of the voices that taught it in school. From the beginning
romantic schoolteachers had insinuated that proper history was
something that had happened to lords and ladies and knights
in armor in a cultivated never never land across the sea. In
the colleges, instructors full of the unconscious yearning of the
underpaid for an upperclass viewpoint told of the vulgarity
and corruption of the American system and couldn’t wait to
unveil the fashionable beauties of the British Constitution. In
the towns and cities they knew young men found the phrase-
ology of our political heritage dribbling greasily from the
mouths of wardheelers spellbinding the greenhorns, or else
polished smooth and meaningless in the afterdinner speeches of
the respectable starchedshirt candidates for office. Election time
and the Fourth of July they saw the old bunting brought out
and tacked on the political booths the politicians operated with
the open and cynical geniality of gamblers getting their shell-
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games and three-card tricks ready for the yokels at a country
fair. It was inevitable that the first impulse of any fresh young
intelligence was to throw the whole business overboard lock
stock and barrel.

In a rebellious frame of mind the young men listened to
Woodrow Wilson. From the business of reforming America
they were distracted by the dream of making the world safe
for democracy. They had hardly time to get a deep sniff of the
New Freedom before the first great disillusion came. In the
face of the electoral mandate to stay out, they found the
country at war and themselves conscripted into the army. Wil-
son’s failure to pull anything worth while for America or for
the world out of the peace finished the business. To the minds
of angry young men, and we mustn’t forget that they were
right to be angry, the American republic was just another piece
of stage scenery, so crudely painted as to deceive only the
rankest suckers, that masked a slaughterhouse of industrial
exploitation. They had seen the physical power of lies to kill
and destroy. To men who still had the smell of blood and
rotting flesh in their nostrils any chance seemed worth taking
that might lead to a better world.

It was against this stale murk of massacre and plague and
famine that, just as the early Christians had under somewhat
similar circumstances painted in the mind’s eye a shining City
of God above the clouds, the social revolutionists began to
project their magic lantern slides of a future of peaceful just
brotherhood, if only the bosses of the present could be over-
thrown. While the bulk of the American population settled
back to the wisecracks and the bootlegging and the cheerful
moral disintegration of Normalcy and the New Era, angry
young men whose careers lay outside of the world of buying
cheap and selling dear, swallowed the millennial gospel of
Marx in one great gulp.

Marx was a mighty historical critic of the society he knew
and his voice had the ethical assurance of the old Bible
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prophets, but the trouble with Marxism as a religion was that
its principles had to be carried out on earth. Once the Russian
experiment got under way it was perfectly possible to go see
for yourself how it was working out in terms of misery or
happiness. The history of the political notions of American
intellectuals during the past twenty years is largely a record
of how far the fervor of their hopes of a better world could
blind them to the realities under their noses. Conversion was
followed sooner or later by disillusion; the process was useful
in so far as it turned disinterested people to the study of our
own frame of society in pursuit of the deadly pressing ques-
tion: how to make the industrial setup fit for a man to live in.

Meanwhile, right from 1917 on, the gulf between Europe
and America, that had seemed so narrow and bridgeable then,
widened and widened. In Europe the police state the Bolshe-
viks had called into being under the delusion that they could
use it to force men into the mold of a good society, ran its
normal course towards tyranny bloodshed and despair. In Italy
and Germany the fascist and nazi regimes, after dumping
the humanitarian baggage overboard, took over and improved
the efficient machinery for driving the mass which the Bolshe-
viks had invented in their one party system. The businessmen
and politicians of the oligarchic and even of the approximately
selfgoverning states of Europe proved helpless to hold their
divided nations together in the face of an incomparable indus-
trial machine so skillfully rigged for the purposes of destruc-
tion.

In contrast to the agony of Europe, it began to be apparent
that our poor old provincial American order, whatever it was,
was standing up fairly well. Maybe the republic was something
more than a painted dropcurtain hiding the babyeating Moloch
of monopoly capital. Maybe there was something more than
campaign oratory and pokerplaying and pork and dummy bank-
accounts behind those Greco-Roman colonnades.

While we can’t get away from the fact that most everybody
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in the world today believes in his heart that life is more worth
living for the average man in North America than anywhere
else, we still don’t feel secure. Indeed we feel we lack that
minimum of security necessary to keep a human institution a
going concern. Too many Americans have let in among their
basic and secret beliefs the sour postulate that American democ-
racy is rotten. In spite of the ritual phrases and the campaign
slogans out of our national folklore, like the frogs in Aesop’s
fable, many of us are croaking that we are sick of King Log
and that we want to be ruled by King Stork. “When fascism
comes to America,” said Huey Long, one of the smartest
aspirants for the position of King Stork that ever stuck his head
out of our frogpond, “it will come as antifascism.” It won’t
matter what name we call King Stork by, if we let him in
he’ll eat us up just the same. Under the verbal pieties of demo-
cratic phraseology the state of mind of a good deal of the
country is summed up by a man I heard cap a long irate
political argument by shouting: “This man Roosevelt’s got too
much power: what we need’s a dictator.”

How are these doubts to be answered? I myself believe that
we are going to stick to our old King Log, that our peculiar
institutions have a future, and that this country is getting to
be a better place for men to live in instead of a worse; but
unfortunately just putting the statement down on paper does
not make it true. How are we to answer the angry young men
of today? How are we going to reassure the great mob of
secret subjects of King Stork? Are we sure that King Log isn’t
as rotten as they say?

The answer is not in speeches or in popular songs, but in
the nature of our political habits.

One reason why the communist cure in Russia has proved
worse than the disease of an outrageously decrepit and brutal
social order, is that the only political habits the Bolsheviks had
to work with were those of serfdom and subjection to a despot.
In Germany the republic failed for much the same reason. Ger-
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man history has been politically the opposite of English history:
it has been the history of the successive subjugation of the more
western and selfgoverning aspects of Germany by the despotism
of the Prussian drillmaster. None of the Russian or German
Marxists had any idea of politics as an art. The Englishspeaking
peoples are heirs to the largest heritage of the habits and tradi-
tions and skills of selfgovernment there has ever been in the
world. Politics is our whole history. If we fail to cope with the
problem of adjusting the industrial machine to human needs
it won’t be for lack of the political tradition.

By politics I mean simply the art of inducing people to be-
have in groups with a minimum of force and bloodshed. That
was the purpose of the tribal traditions on which our Common
Law is based: the patching up of private and public rows with-
out violence by the opinion of a jury or the counting of heads
at a meeting.

Under the stresses of the last years we have seen nation
after nation sink to its lowest common denominator. Naturally
it’s easy for us to see the mote in our brother’s eye. The ques-
tion we have to face is: What is the content of owr lowest com-
mon denominator?

If, in the bedrock habits of Americans, the selfgoverning
tradition is dead or has been too much diluted by the demands
of the industrial setup or the diverse habits of the stream of
newcomers from Europe during the last century, no amount
of speechifying of politicians or of breastbeating by men of let-
ters will bring it back to life. We so easily take the word for
the thing anyway, that even if what we consider our way of
life were gone, we wouldn’t quite know it. It’s part of the way
the human mind works that the verbal trappings of institutions
linger on long after the institutions they referred to have faded
away. We can study the past but about the present there are
times when we can only state our hope and our faith.

What we can do is give that cantilever bridge into the future
that we call hope a firm foundation in what has been. We can,
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without adding to the cloudy masses of unattached verbiage
that make any present moment in political life so difficult to see
clear in, at least point out that, so far in our history, the habits
of selfgovernment and the use of the art of politics towards
increasing rather than decreasing the stature of each individual
man, have survived.

Often it’s been nip and tuck. Our history has been a contest
between the selfgoverning habits of the mass and various
special groups that have sought to dominate it for their own
purposes. So long as that contest continues the nation will re-
main a growing organism.

On the whole the struggle has been carried on thus far with-
out destroying the fabric of society. In any cross section of our
history you can find the political instinct running a binding
thread through the welter of interests, inertias, impulses,
greeds, fears, and heroisms that make up any event. Without
overconfidence we can say that our people and the people of
England, in their long career, first embracing and later supple-
menting and paralleling our own, have used the art of politics
with more skill and have upheld the dignity of the citizen as
a man better than the peoples of continental Europe, who at
frequent intervals have gotten sick of King Log and called in
King Stork and have been properly eaten up by him for their
pains.

When we wake up in the night cold and sweating with night-
mare fear for the future of our country we can settle back with
the reassuring thought that the Englishspeaking peoples have
these habits engrained in them. The reason so many angry
young men were all for calling in King Stork in the form of
the socalled dictatorship of the working class (we know now
whose dictatorship it really is) was that they confused self-
government as a political method with a particular phase of the
economic setup of production. It is fairly easy to demonstrate
that uncontrolled government of monopolized industry by irre-
sponsible men is headed for ruin, and that that ruin might
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carry a good deal of the social fabric down with it; but it
doesn’t follow that the selfgoverning republic, as a method of
enabling people to live together in groups without conking each
other on the head every minute, would necessarily go by the
board too.

If all the monopolies folded up over night, or if their bosses
converged on Washington and seized the government, as
they’ve occasionally been on the edge of doing in one way or
another, the next morning we would still face the problem of
politics. Would the men who held power want to induce the
others to behave in groups with a minimum rather than a maxi-
mum expenditure of force? At the minimum end of the scale
would still be selfgovernment and the need to argue, cajole,
and bribe their fellowcitizens into doing what they wanted them
to; at the maximum end would be the sort of military bureauc-
racy and personal despotism that has so often been the style of
government of the world outside of the Anglo-Saxon family
of nations.

In the last analysis, to be sure, the continuance of selfgovern-
ment will always depend on how much the people who exer-
cize that liberty will be willing to sacrifice to retain it. A man
in power will push his subjects around just as much as they’ll
let him. But even in a riot the members of the mob and the
members of the police force will behave as they have been
brought up to behave.

We must never forget that men don’t make up much of
their own behavior: they behave within limits laid down by
their upbringing and group background. That is why individual
men feel so helpless in the face of social changes. Modifications
in the structure of any organization of men can’t ever really
take effect till the next generation. A revolution can keep people
from behaving in the old way but it can’t make them behave
effectively in the new way. That is why a political system elastic
enough to allow drastic changes inside of its fabric is one of the
greatest boons any people can possess. Our occasionally self-
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governing republic has proved itself capable of bending with-
out breaking under the terrific strains of the last ten years. The
question is whether there is enough will to freedom in the
country to make it keep on working. Social machinery, no mat-
ter how traditional, left to itself runs down; men have to work
it.

Our history is full of answers to the question: How shall
we make selfgovernment work? People like ourselves have
been making it work with more or less success for centuries.
And history is only dead when people think of the present in
terms of the past instead of the other way round. The minute
we get the idea that the records can be of use to us now, they
become alive. They become the basis of a worldpicture into
which we can fit our present lives, however painful they may
be, and our hopes for the future. We have never been told
enough about the worldpicture which the founders of the
American republic held up to the men who followed them.

We need to look into that worldpicture to see how it has
changed with the years and whether enough of its brilliance is
left to outshine the dazzling hopes which are at present leading
millions to conquest and destruction in Europe. We consider
these hopes lying and false, but there is no denying their
enormous energizing force. Lenin and Trotski, backed only by
a few bookish enthusiasts and some starving and ragged parti-
sans, managed to establish their system over one sixth of the
globe against all the armies and the dead weight of the old
order. There is something more than a magnificent chemical
industry behind the immense explosive force of Hitler’s Reich.

In our past we have whatever hope it was that kept Wash-
ington’s army together the winter at Valley Forge; but today
in the nineteen forties, have we anything left of that world-
picture of 17767 Fascists and Communists alike tell us that we
have only the Almighty Dollar and the degradation and slug-
gishness that comes from too much property on top and too
much poverty below. To answer them we don’t need to fill
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ourselves up with the hop of another historical illusion like
theirs, but we do need to know which realities of our life yester-
day and our life today we can believe in and work for. We
must never forget that we are heirs to one of the grandest and
most nearly realized worldpictures in all history.

If we can counter the deathdealing illusions of Europe with
practical schemes for applying the selfgoverning habit more
fully to our disorganized social structure, to the factories,
unions, employers’ associations, chains of stores, armies that are
imposed upon us by today’s methods of production and destruc-
tion, then the croaking doubts will be quiet. Even if it means
reversing the trend of our whole society in order to make it
continually more selfgoverning instead of less so, the trend
will have to be reversed. The alternative is destruction.

If, then, what we aim to do is to work towards increasing
the happiness and dignity of every man, just because he is a
man, that is what the founders of this country wanted too; in
their lives and writings is a great storehouse of practical in-
formation on how to go about it. Our machinery has changed,
but the men who run it have changed very little. That the re-
publicans of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries succeeded
in starting something mighty in the world I don’t think even
the most despairing black advocate of tyranny can deny. If the
first builders succeeded against great odds, why should we who
have their foundations to build on, necessarily fail?

It’s worth trying to imagine, to take an example, how the
problem the little group of Virginians round Jefferson and
young Madison had to face at the beginning of the Revolu-
tionary War must have seemed to them, to imagine it without
any of the assurance of hindsight.

They had first of all a war to carry on against the most pow-
erful nation on earth. To do that they had to induce the scat-
tered farmers and plantation owners and country gentlemen of
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English origin, and the wild Irish and Scotch pioneers of the
region beyond the Blue Ridge to work together and to risk
their lives and property in the enterprise of independence, to
forget their religious bigotries with the disestablishment of the
Anglican church, to drop their local prejudices and interests
for the sake of co-operating with the states to the north and
south, and at the same time to concur in a radical rationaliza-
tion of legal and governmental procedure: all that sounds easy
when you read it in a history book, but imagine how hard it
must have seemed to the men of the time, continually ham-
pered as they were by the difficulty of communication and of
transporting themselves and their goods across a country that
had only muddy tracks for roads.

In spite of the immense increase in the complexity of
organization, our problem is not so very different now: again
in order to survive in a warring and hostile world we have to
induce the weak and the powerful of all sections of our popu-
lation to drop prejudices and bigotries and to pool their efforts
in the common cause. We have probably to fight a war and to
carry on at the same time stringent rationalization and reorgan-
ization at home. In some ways the problem is more difhcult, in
some ways easier. What we must have in order to tackle it is
what those men had; besides the selfgoverning habit: the will.

But will and energy cannot be directed without an aim. The
aim that moved them was the attainment of a world that could
be pictured fairly sharply in the mind’s eye. Of all the great
mass of material that has come down to us from that day, the
letters and notes Jefferson wrote and particularly the buildings
he designed, which we can still see and walk around in, are of
paramount interest because he had this worldpicture so clearly
in his mind that the imprint of it was sharp on everything he
did. It was as if his clear musing mind had reduced the main
conformations of the thought of his time to a design as plain
as a seal on a ring.

When Jefferson as a young man used to scramble up the
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steep trail among the oaks that took him up in half an hour
to the top of the hill he was later to name affectionately Mon-
ticello, what kind of a world was it that he saw, looking
thoughtfully at the densepacked trees of the valley of the
Rivanna and the little raw village of Charlottesville and the
long ranges of the Blue Ridge beyond?

What he saw depended on what he was. He was a frontiers-
man, first, and always felt the great continent, stretching ridge
after ridge to the west, opening out into the grasslands, rivers,
plains, a boundless store for the generations growing up, the
promise of a future that like a great convex mirror magnified
every act and gesture of the men working their fields and build-
ing their farms in the tiny settlements along the eastern sea-
board. Then he was a Virginian who shared the traditions of
the highflown gentry that came to him through his mother’s
family, and, through his father’s, of the pushing country stock
forced westward by the hardening stratification of British soci-
ety. He had had the best eighteenth century education, through
his good luck in finding in Williamsburg, when he went to
study law there as a boy, a small group of brilliant men, from
whom he had eagerly absorbed the vanguard intellectual out-
looks of Europe. His philosophic and religious bent was im-
pressed on him by early and thorough training in the Greek
and Roman classics; it was the stoicism of Cicero and Seneca,
strained through the noblesse oblige imperative that the Eng-
lish gentry had inherited from the chivalry of the feudal land-
lords, combined in the best Englishmen of the century with
an intensely practical flair for experimental knowledge, the
heritage of Newton and the Royal Society. Although he never
went abroad until middle life he somehow managed to absorb
even the literary fads and accomplishments that were the trim-
ming on the sound broadcloth of the age, the taste for Ossian,
the Gothic sensibility to landscape, the fondness for Italian
music. Somewhat unique, because those were the directions in
which his mind pushed out towards original discoveries, was his
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sense of the Common Law as a code of human rights rather
than as a code for the protection of privilege, and his intense
and inventive interest in architecture. Already as a young man
he was planning with the help of a volume of Palladio to build
on that very hill above Charlottesville a homestead that would
make manifest in brick and stucco his own adaptation to the
Virginia frontier of an antique Roman sense of the dignity of
free men.

There was more than a trace of Ralegh in the background
of the Virginia planters Jefferson grew up among, although
Ralegh’s colony had vanished into the wilderness. It is a
common thing for states of mind to linger on in a distant prov-
ince long after they have matured and died in the metropolis;
among the Virginia gentry there remained up into the eight-
eenth century much of the independent and overweening self-
importance which had driven Ralegh and the great westcountry
explorers on their garish careers, and which, in the generation
that followed, had formed the characters of such ardent repub-
licans as the younger Vane and Harry Marten and Algernon
Sidney. The Randolphs were a crazy crew who felt they were
equal to and better than any man on earth, or king for that
matter. The knowledge, on the other hand, that his father had
risen from the ranks tended to give young Jefferson the feel-
ing that he was kin, as well as to the noblest, to the humblest of
men. His was the leveling cast of mind of the man who feels,
not that he’s one of the groveling mob of mankind, but that
he is a free nobleman with only the sky over his head and so
takes it for granted other men must be as good as he. Jefferson,
although his education was very similar to that of the sons of
the foxhunters and placeholders of Walpole’s squirarchy, had
more in common with the great country gentlemen of the
period of the civil wars in England than with the portsodden
authoritarians of George Third’s ministries.

A set of ideas, a point of view, a frame of reference is in
space only an intersection, the state of affairs at some given
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moment in the consciousness of one man or many men, but in
time it has evolving form, virtually organic extension. In time
ideas can be thought of as sprouting, growing, maturing, bring-
ing forth seed and dying like plants. To make sense of the tan-
gled jungle of men’s thoughts and impulses that makes up the
history of a culture we have continually to invent sequences
which we can follow like footpaths through the thickets of
what was.

Into the antecedents of the American republic, I think it is
useful, at the moment, to trace two main trails. One is the trail
I have been speaking of that leads back through the Low
Church and the traditions of the plantation families of Virginia
to the country gentleman republicanism of the seventeenth cen-
tury in England. The other leads back to the roundhead
townspeople and the protestant sects. While the gentlefolk and
parvenu planters and the country lawyers of Virginia were
quite unconsciously laying the foundations of Monticello and
of The Federalist, the New England towns, each one a little
City of God, were developing townmeeting, building public
schools and town homes and libraries and volunteer fire depart-
ments and perfecting that intense municipal organization that
made it possible for the Englishspeaking settlements out in the
great riversystem of the Mississippi and in the west to stick fast
where the French and Spaniards who had preceded them had
lasted no longer than the buffalohide villages of the wandering
Indians.

In the seventeenth century Commonwealth of England these
two currents had merged and fused, but after its collapse the
English social system had become stratified and set under the
pressure of reaction, and the setup we think of as character-
istically English in distinction to American, had come into be-
ing. But in New England, on a small provincial scale, the Eng-
lish republic went on. The political and religious life of Boston,
Plymouth, Hartford, New Haven, Providence, Newport had
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much more in common with the life of the British Isles under
Elizabeth and James and Cromwell than it had with the vari-
ous transformations of the developing maritime empire. Dur-
ing the High Church reaction and the counterreaction that
brought in the house of Orange and saw the beginnings of the
Old Lady of Threadneedle Street and of the plundering of
India, the settlements of Englishspeaking peoples on the east
and west coasts of the Atlantic were already drawing apart. In
England social stratifications were setting hard: in America they
continually tended to break up.

In distinction to the absolute liberty of the Virginia planter,
who had only to pay his tithes in tobacco to the local clergyman
to be undisputed king of his acres and his bondservants and his
slaves, the New England townsman was walled up in the exact
limits of a theocracy. But the New England towns stayed alive
and kept breaking out of the narrow shells their clergy kept
tracing for them; first, because there were vast open lands to
the west to which energetic men who couldn’t stand the tyranny
of the local pulpit could move with some certainty of bettering
their condition; and, second, because protestant theocracy rested
on the conscience of every man alone, instead of being vested
in an organized priesthood.

Continually the divines tried to organize themselves into a
ruling caste, but they never entirely succeeded on account of
this fundamentally libertarian bias of protestant Christianity.
Almost from the first moment of the first puritan settlement
the conflict between the clergy and the consciences of their
churchmembers began. As the towns developed it became com-
plicated by the long struggle between the proprietors of the
lands and the voting inhabitants of the towns that foreshadowed
the later social history of the United States as the federal
arrangements of the New Englanders foreshadowed the form
of political organization for the nation.

Of all the men who stood boldly up to the denunciations of



18 THE GROUND WE STAND ON

the pulpit, and so helped keep the towns alive, and made pos-
sible their growth into the singularly beautiful and successful
social units they became, Roger Williams stood tallest. He best
exemplified the fruitful side of English protestantism, the side
from which grewmthe Quakers and all the rational and irra-
tional sects and humanitarian movements that we think of as
peculiarly American. As Jefferson was the second, Roger Wil-
liams was the first great leader of the tendency in American
life that has striven to keep the roads open instead of to close
them, that has fought for selfgovernment instead of for gov-
ernment by a privileged group, and that has defended liberty
against the oligarchy of one of the various privileged groups
who have at one time or another tried to impose themselves
upon the country. Without his influence and the success of his
rash enterprise at Providence Plantations, other men in New
England would hardly have had the courage to call their souls
their own in the face of the convinced autocrats of the pulpit
and the bench, and the New England towns, instead of being
the seedbed of the nation, would have shriveled into grim
little lamaseries in the granite inlets of their chilly coast.
Like Jefferson’s, Roger Williams’ mind was the ancestor of
the mind we, for want of a better word, call liberal in America
today. With the drift of western Europe back into an epoch of
wars and savage persecutions, we suddenly find ourselves very
near the seventeenth century. Twentyfive years ago we could
not have understood the fervors or the ideological jargon of the
Cavaliers and Roundheads. Our time has in common with theirs
the manly revolt that is behind the labor movement, the fanati-
cism of the Marxist and nationalist cults and the sullen hatred
that people of property and privilege, who fear that every-
thing they own is slipping out from under their feet, feel to-
wards people without property. Accustomed to the doubletalk
of Marxist ideology it is easy for us to translate into our own
terms the religious jargon of the Roundheads. We too have
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seen men and women dying for righteousness’ sake. As they
did, we live in a time of danger when life is cheap. Then as
now a man who writes has to weigh his words. They had to
train themselves not to be afraid of the scaffold and the brand-
ingiron; even in America with the great oceans between us and
the worst of it, we can feel across our windows as we write a
shadow of barbed wire.

The men of those times lived through and brought through
with them the bundle of notions that is the culture of the west-
ern world; what has been done once can be done again.

If ever a man crossed the ocean bringing the seeds of a whole
civilization in his head, like the culture heroes of the old
legends, it was that preacher explorer trader negotiator linguist
Roger Williams. Just as it’s hard to imagine the Democratic
Republican party overthrowing the special interests of the
Federalists who had grabbed hold of the machinery of the
young republic for their own purposes, without Jefferson’s
broadminded leadership and the rich variety and dignity of his
life, so it is impossible to see how toleration of religion and
thought, or indeed selfgovernment at all, could have taken
root on this continent without the long life of fiery preaching
and canny negotiating and the goodnatured hardihood of Roger
Williams.

The side they fought and worked and lived for hasn’t won
by a long shot. Perhaps it never can win. But to let the other
side win we know means death. It has been the struggle be-
tween privileged men who have managed to get hold of the
levers of power and the people in general with their vague and
changing aspirations for equality, for justice, for some kind of
gentler brotherhood and peace, which has kept that balance of
forces we call our system of government in equilibrium. Some-
times one scale is up and sometimes another. Sometimes the
conflict is acute and at other times barely visible under the pros-
perous surface of eras of good feeling. Now that we feel that
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the struggle is sharp and violent, waged in the difficult and
unfamiliar terrain of a new system of production, when we rack
our brains for hope and understanding for the future, it does us
good, I think, to remind ourselves that in spite of hell and high
water men in the past managed to live for and to establish some

few liberties.



I

ROGER WILLIAMS AND THE
PLANTING OF THE COMMON -
WEALTH IN AMERICA



“ . . I know what it is to study, to preach,
to be an elder, to be applauded and yet also what
1t 15 Lo tug at the oar, to dig with the spade, and
plow, and to labor and travel day and night
amongst the English and amongst the bar-

barians.”’
ROGER WILLIAMS



I. So Hopetul a Youth

ROGER WILLIAMS was born in London about the year
Queen Elizabeth died, very likely in one of the new houses
with tall gables facing the street that were building through the
early years of the seventeenth century in the boom section
round Smithfield outside the ancient cramping city walls. The
records of his parish church, St. Sepulchre’s outside Newgate,
were lost in the great fire of 1666, so the exact year of his birth
is not known; but it is known that his father, James Williams,
was a member of the Merchant Taylors’ Company, and that
his mother came of a rising family of shopkeepers and small
gentry, the Pembertons of St. Albans. She owned a lease on
the tenement called The Harrow, across Cow Lane from James
Williams® shop. The chances are that the family lived and the
children were raised in the dwelling above the shop, where the
tailors worked crosslegged and the apprentices spread out
bolts of goods for customers to appraise with thumb and fore-
finger.

The family fortunes were on the way up. Roger Pemberton,
Roger Williams’ uncle and godfather, served a year in the post,
that only a man of some wealth could afford to hold, of High
Sheriff of Hertfordshire. Another Pemberton, a grocer, was
Lord Mayor of London. When their father died, Roger Wil-
liams’ elder brother Sydrack, who with the growth of trade
with the East in the middle years of James Stuart’s reign, had
gone to Leghorn as a Turkey merchant, inherited the family
business, the membership in the guild, and freedom of the City,
and thereafter in legal documents signed himself ‘Citizen and

23
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Gentleman.” In spite of his otherworldliness Roger Williams
himself was all his life a successful trader.

The London Roger Williams grew up in was Elizabeth’s
London, the city of great fairs and stinking crowded lanes
and fulldress executions on Tower Hill) and taverns where
court wits and gentlemen returned from the wars went to drink
canary sack and to hear the quips and fancies of dramatists and
poets and ‘such trash,’ and to smoke the novel weed, tobacco,
that Walter Ralegh, still arbiter of elegances as Ben Jonson was
prince of poets, had brought home from Roanoke.

Under Elizabeth a certain hale unanimity of feeling had
grouped most Englishmen behind the great Queen’s policies.
The feudal nobles skulked, it is true, in their country mansions
and continued, many of them, to hold popish ceremonies in
secret; and among artisans and small traders the sharp leaven
of lollardry and nonconformism was quietly at work; but on
the whole all classes held together against the Pope and the
Spaniards. Englishmen of every walk of life felt a patriotic
glow over the exploits and the brisk seamanship of the west-
country explorers and navigators who were nibbling their way
through the inert vast overseas empire of Philip of Spain,
clogged as it was by superstition, bureaucracy and oppression,
like mice though a cheese. The variety and energy of the work
in the theaters was the mirror of the time.

Under James the form of Tudor life continued, but a sour
autumnal tone began to be heard. Plays began to be about the
inside of people’s minds. Doubt got on the boards, spoiling the
old easy madrigals and taking the heart out of the cheerful
blood and thunder. Rifts appeared between various classes of
society. James Stuart’s reign was a period of plots, suspicions
and scandals.

James Stuart himself was a Scotchman and his court was
crowded with lean Scots on the make who the English felt
had come south to eat up the profits of their hard work. He
was a man of intelligence and considerable learning, but he
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was full of theories and pedantries that rubbed against the
grain of his English subjects. He drank too much. He had
little personal dignity and lacked the good horsesense that had
endeared the Tudors to their people even in their most brutal
and selfseeking moments.

James’ policy of playing up to Spain was unpopular. People
felt that England and the protestant cause in Europe were be-
ing sacrificed to the interests of the house of Stuart, and that
they were victims of shady intrigues they didn’t understand,
but which, they suspected, tended towards popery and despot-
ism. Especially Londoners were getting every day more suspi-
cious of the court. It was natural that an impressionable young-
ster growing up in a shopkeeper’s family should feel this
stirring of revolt and disgust at the doings of the winey
disreputable and impecunious courtiers, and the foreboding of
change that stewed in men’s minds.

The first form revolt took was religious. Roger Williams was
converted to puritanism early and got into hot water at home
on account of it. This violent emotional upset set him out of
key, for the rest of his life, with his humdrum family and with
the whole dying world of courtly show and foppery and fashion
to which a tailor’s shop must have in some humble measure
belonged.

Conversion, a sudden exalting switch of outlook that changes
heaven and earth for a man, is so common in all societies we
know anything about that it can almost be set down as a type
human experience; but the terminology of puritanism has be-
come so distant to us, where its sense hasn’t been worn out by
ceremonial repetition in the churches, that it takes as great an
effort for an American of the twentieth century to understand
the mind of an American of the seventeenth as it would to
understand the totem feelings of an Ojibway.

The English Bible, which is only now ceasing to be the
heart of our language, was then a compelling novelty. The King
James version was first published in 1611. The return to the
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study of Greek and Latin texts two centuries before had
touched off among limited groups of nobles and scholars that
great explosion of intellectual life that has been labeled the
Renaissance; but now the cheapness of printed books set fire
to the aspirations of a new and more numerous class of men,
the businessmen, the farmers, the trading country gentry, the
merchants and shopkeepers and artisans of the manufacturing
towns and seaports. The Bible was the word of God. In it
resided all the magic power the Reformation had stripped
from the hierarchy of the Roman Church. With the King
James version the old texts were skillfully reworded into Eng-
lish at its highest moment of energy. The magnificent con-
ductor of the new prose brought men immediate contact with
the intense religious and tribal feelings of the ancient Hebrews.
Trammeled on every side by the stale debris of the feudal
order, the middle classes of England, daily growing richer and
more powerful, felt instant kinship with the Chosen People of
God. They too were in bondage in Egypt, all about them were
the abominations of Moab, they were eager to spoil the weaken-
ing Amalekites that dwelt in the promised land.

It was one of those times when new men demand a new
world to live in. The rules for the new world had been laid
down in the stony laws of Moses and in the gospels. The feudal
world of master and man relation, already wormeaten at the
top by the humane subtleties of aristocratic classical thought, no
longer in any way corresponded with the reality that tailors
and drapers and glovers and wheelwrights and gentlemen ad-
venturers of their own and their friends’ money, saw about
them. The hardheaded tooth for a tooth monotheism of the
Old Testament fitted in remarkably well with the emotional
needs of businessmen whose energy and brains were challeng-
ing status and birth as a source of power. Riches in this life were
the reward for faithful obedience to Jehovah’s laws. On the
other side the romantic humaneness of Jesus’ sayings answered
their need for order and gentleness and thrift in the savage
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and already obsolete world of swordsmen and hangmen and
torture and filth and agony and waste all about them. Conver-
sion in the England of the early seventeenth century was as
much social and political as it was religious. The Puritans be-
lieved in the hereafter, but especially they wanted a godly life
in England now.

As a child Roger Williams read the new Bible fresh from
the press, and felt himself part of the surge of revulsion against
the disorder and cruelty of the throngs in the streets crowding
towards the gallows where godly men were dying, and against
the scandalous stories old women whispered around the house
about the court of the drunken Scotchman. He must have felt
that he, too, although a younger brother in a tradesman’s fam-
ily, was great and powerful as one of the chosen people of God.
Conversion gave him that conviction of the sublime importance
of any one man’s thoughts and feelings at every separate mo-
ment of his life that has been the mark of protestant politics
and protestant religion since the day of Luther’s cry of ‘Ich
kann nichts anders.

This conversion is about all his biographers have been able to
dig up about his childhood. One other thing is known, and
is extraordinarily characteristic of the man: he learned short-
hand ‘as well as any in England,’ so well indeed that as a
youngster he acted as stenographer for Chief Justice Coke in
the court of the Star Chamber.

This we know from the note on a packet of correspondence
in the handwriting of Mrs. Anne Sadlier, one of Coke’s daugh-
ters, with whom Williams, years later under the Common-
wealth, got into one of his many fiery arguments by letter. She
had remained a royalist and had inherited her father’s sharp
tongue if not his pro-parliament opinions. What she wrote was
this:

This Roger Williams, when he was a2 youth, would, in a short
hand, take sermons and speeches in the Star Chamber and present
them to my dear father. He, seeing so hopeful a youth, took such
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liking to him that he sent him in to Sutton’s Hospital, and he was
second that was placed there; full little did he think that he would
have proved such a rebel to God, the king, and his country. I leave
his letters, that, if ever he has the face to return to his native country,
Tyburn may give him welcome!

Sir Edward Coke, the commentator of Littleton, and one of
the great influences on English law, was, as were the Wil-
liamses, a parishioner of St. Sepulchre’s without Newgate. The
son of an obscure Norfolkshire barrister, he had become, in
the course of a career that skyrocketed through the reigns of
Elizabeth and James, one of the richest men in England. His
had been one of the toughest legal minds at Elizabeth’s dis-
posal. A past master of the art of the frameup, so indispensable
to authority under the Anglo-Saxon system, he had had the
heads of Essex and Southampton for the Crown. He was a
savagely biased prosecuting attorney and an indomitable social
climber; at the same time he had one of the most energetic and
merriest brains the English people have ever produced, and
basic independence of judgment. He never lost his plain coun-
try sense and his flair for the living as against the dead and for-
mal sides of a case. His life was a long struggle to establish the
pre-eminence of the Common Law instead of the Civil or
Roman Law of the Court of Chancery that his great antagonist,
Francis Bacon, advocated, and on the whole he won.

It was into Coke’s great town house, very much the center
of all the storms of the time, where the great lawyer lived in
state and in lavish plenty of food and drink that quite put the
King to shame, that Roger Williams, still a gangling boy in
his teens, found himself as secretary and stenographer in direct
attendance on the old man.

In his lifelong struggle with Bacon, Sir Edward Coke had
represented the native English ideas of the upstart businessmen
and small gentry as against the more European cast of mind of
the great empiricist, who, like Ralegh and Shakespeare, thought
of government in the terms of authoritarian monarchy. Bacon,
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whose intelligence was one of the most curious and subtle we
know, more or less consciously gave only part of himself to the
law business and to the tricky infighting of a court career; but
Coke’s singleminded drive never flagged. The race the two men
ran covered every phase of their lives; they were even both
suitors for the hand of the same woman. When Coke’s first wife,
the mother of the testy Anne Sadlier, who had been Lady
Paston and had brought him great connections, died, the
fashionable catch around the court was a niece of Robert
Cecil’s, Lady Hatton. Both Bacon and Coke set out to marry
her. Coke won, although the hoitytoity lady refused to take his
name or to give up her independent household. The crowning
of his career in a social way had been their gaudy entertaining
of Queen Elizabeth at his great country mansion, Stoke House,
in 1601. He is said to have presented the aged virgin at that
time with jewels and knicknacks worth twelve hundred pounds.
He evidently knew the way to her heart. So long as Elizabeth
lived she was smart enough to keep both Coke and Bacon in
her service.

With James it was different. Coke conducted, with his cus-
tomary rancor and savagery, the trials of the Gunpowder plot-
ters and helped frame Ralegh in connection with another flimsy
conspiracy against the Stuarts, but in the long wrangle about
the jurisdiction of ecclesiastical courts that occupied so much of
James’ time, he and the King, who fancied himself as a bit of
a lawyer too, found themselves on opposite sides of the fence.
He so far forgot himself as to tell James Stuart that the King
was subject to the Common Law as much as anybody. That re-
mark put James into such a fury that Coke had to fall down
on all fours and apologize. After that it became evident that
Coke’s days at court would be few.

" During the years that young Williams was growing up in
Coke’s household, this somewhat technical contest about court
jurisdiction was gradually turning into the battle that was to
split the kingdom in two. Williams was already a Puritan.
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There was no question of which side he was on. Taking down
Coke’s speeches in shorthand was the greatest education in the
spirit and practice of the Common Law, on which the revolu-
tionary upsurge of England was to be based, that could possibly
be imagined. To the end of his life that ruthless, hardheaded,
practical old man was the living embodiment of the Common
Law and the spirit of individual liberty that permeated it, and
of the new men that were springing up all over England to
take the place of the courtly soldiers and sailors of Queen
Bess’s day.

In Coke’s house everything was vivid, rambunctious, full of
fresh ozone as if a window were open on the future years of
the century; but, on the whole, the London Williams grew up
in was enervating with the decay of a great age.

When Williams was a small boy one last survivor of the
Elizabethan breed could still be seen by strolling Londoners
fine afternoons taking his exercise with his outlandish Indian
attendants on a bastion of the Tower. Sir Walter Ralegh had
been held a prisoner under suspended sentence ever since his
conviction for conspiracy against the Stuarts the first year of
James’ reign. James had many reasons for hating him, but at
first he did not dare destroy so great a vestige of the great
Elizabeth. The Queen, and James’ heir, the young Prince
Henry, who was immensely popular with the English, loved
him, too. So Ralegh was allowed to live on in the Tower. There
he passed the time making chemical experiments in a little
laboratory they let him set up, and in putting into words the
concepts of the duties and methods of authority which he had
learned from Machiavelli, in an essay called The Cabinet
Council he wrote for the young prince’s education. When all
else failed he kept his restless spirit quiet molding the re-
sounding longcadenced prose of his History of the World.

When young Henry died it was the end of Stuart popularity
in England. The people had thought of him as a prince on the
model of Shakespeare’s young Henry Fifth, hearty and decor-
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ous, with a taste for seafaring and a proper hatred for Spain
and popery, the makings of a monarch in the grand Elizabethan
style. If he came to the throne Ralegh would be himself again.
Among other projects Ralegh had invented a cordial or uni-
versal elixir, which he distilled out of Indian herbs and simples.
It was supposed to cure all diseases. When the doctors gave the
young man up, his mother sent a messenger desperately to
Ralegh for some of this elixir he had talked so glowingly
about. It was no use, the elixir didn’t help, the prince died and
with him any hope that Ralegh may have had of reinstatement
at court. In the mode of the time, gossip ran round London
that Prince Henry had died poisoned by a love potion sent him
by the pretty young Countess of Essex. His untimely passing
was one more reason Londoners had for hating the court and
all its works.

When Roger Williams was thirteen or fourteen, Ralegh
managed to get himself out of the Tower by bribing one of
the newly arrived Villiers family, and was grudgingly per-
mitted by King James to fit out one more expedition in search
of the gold mines up the Orinoco he had talked and dreamed
and written so much about. The condition was that he should
on no account get into a fight with the Spaniards. Peace with
Spain was the cornerstone of James’ continental policy. Ralegh
pledged his head on it, and the stores and the soldiers were put
on board and he sailed away west.

Meanwhile Coke was conducting his last case for the Crown
in connection with that same Lady Frances, Countess of Essex
no longer, but of Somerset, about whose love philters the
tongues of gossip had so wagged when Prince Henry died.
There seems to be no way of knowing whether Williams took
down his patron’s speeches in shorthand in this trial or not;
but he must have heard a good deal about it, as it was the cause
célébre of the period. It became one of those public shows from
which nobody comes out with any credit. Whether Coke in-
tended to or not, in the course of the prosecution he turned all
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the petty shady doings of the court inside out in the public eye
and helped to make ridiculous, to say the least, the King’s pre-
tensions to absolute rule by divine right.

James Stuart, beside his taste for legal and theological argu-
ment, had the taste for disreputable young men that had been
regarded as an amiable weakness in Elizabeth; with the differ-
ence that the Virgin Queen’s relations with her favorites had
been on a high platonic plane, and that she had had the sense
to pick youngsters with brains. When James hurried down
from Scotland to occupy the throne of England he brought a
boy named Preston with him whom he made Lord Dingwill.
It seems to have been Lord Dingwill himself who, feeling per-
haps that his own charms were fading, produced at court a well-
built yellowhaired young Scot named Robert Carr. During a
tilting this young man managed to get himself thrown off his
horse at His Majesty’s feet. His Majesty was stirred to the
depths by his good looks and his broken leg and had him car-
ried off to his own rooms in the palace, where he nursed him
until the bones knitted, and read Latin texts with him in an
effort to give him a little of the schooling he very much lacked.

This Damon had a Pythias, a man of respectable county
family named Sir Thomas Overbury, who had also been inter-
ested in the education of so likely a lad. As he rose, Sir Thomas
rose too, until no business could be done with the Crown except
through Carr, soon Lord Rochester, and his mentor Sir
Thomas. Much of their business was the sale of baronetcies,
monopolies and wardships to fill King James’ always empty
till and their own pockets.

Meanwhile the real government of the kingdom was in the
hands of Robert Cecil, the hunchback son of Elizabeth’s Bur-
leigh, an astute and able man whom James liked to call his
little beagle. So long as he lived the court kept a semblance of
dignity. When he died the high offices fell into the hands of the
raffish heads of the great house of Howard.

The Howards got the idea that they could consolidate their
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power by capturing the favorite by a marriage. A certain casting
of sheepseyes back and forth had been noticed between Carr
and the beautiful young Frances Howard, the old admiral’s
daughter. The only thing that stood in true love’s way was the
unfortunate fact that the girl had been married at thirteen to
the weakly successor of Elizabeth’s brilliant and beloved and
decapitated Essex. Soon after the marriage the young Earl,
who seems to have been not very bright, had been sent abroad
in the hope that a grand tour would furbish him up a bit.

Frances, left on her own at court, had first stirred the How-
ards’ ambitious hopes by flirting with shortlived Prince Henry,
whose death had first set tongues wagging on the subject of
potions. But now she fell hard for the yellowhaired Scot. Carr
had already risen to her own rank as Earl of Somerset. Her
brothers and cousins did everything to encourage the guilty pair
to go to bed together. There was more talk of magic and
philters. The earl and the countess slipped away wherever they
could to meet in lonely farmhouses. The Howards were de-
termined to push the match through.

There was the little difficulty of the marriage with Essex;
but James couldn’t think of crossing his favorite’s slightest
whim. A roomful of bishops was collected to annul the mar-
riage. James organized the whole thing himself; he had a spe-
cial taste for the subtleties of ecclesiastical law. Essex, back
from his travels, was induced to swear that, although not im-
potent with other women, with the fair Frances he was. A jury
of twelve midwives examined a much veiled young woman
who they were eager to believe was the countess and announced
triumphantly that she was virgo intacta.

So Frances Howard and the Earl of Somerset were married
amid damask draperies, illuminations and toasts in canary sack.
Ben Jonson wrote the masque for the wedding and Inigo Jones
arranged the sets. A certain Mrs. Turner, the inventor of a
yellow starch for ruffs very fashionable at court, was ward-
robe mistress. In the City of London the Merchant Taylors’
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Company, the guild of which Roger Williams’ father was a
fairly obscure member, capped the festivities with a lordly
spread at Guildhall. The only sour notes were some low mut-
terings from puritan divines. They didn’t count much. They
hadn’t raised their voices since the execution, a couple of years
before, of a certain Legate who had argued out his private
heresy to the end with the royal theologian, and lost, and had
been burned alive at Smithfield, the great fairground adjoin-
ing Roger Williams’ own house. And the abstention of old
Abbott, Archbishop of Canterbury, who would have nothing
to do with the business. And the cries of Sir Thomas Over-
bury.

Sir Thomas raised the roof. Nothing would pacify him. He
vowed he’d stop the marriage, threatened all kinds of disclo-
sures, made his dear Robin nasty scenes in the presence of
menials in palace corridors. The new earl, who seems to have
been somewhat proud of his anatomy, was heard answering
shrilly that he was on his own now, his own legs were straight
enough to carry him.

To keep Sir Thomas from spoiling the young people’s hon-
eymoon, James was induced to offer him the job of ambassador
to Russia. With extraordinary treachery, because after all Over-
bury had been the brains of the combination that had made
him, Carr induced the exasperated knight to refuse to go, tell-
ing him he had better things in store. James went into a pas-
sion and sent Sir Thomas to the Tower. Perhaps it was that
he had begun to notice that Carr and the Howards were mak-
ing a monkey of himj but, if the truth must be told, there
had already appeared at court a highly educated young Eng-
lishman named George Villiers at whose every step His
Majesty felt a fluttering of the heart.

In the Tower Sir Thomas took sick, lingered and, in spite
of the ministrations of a series of physicians, among them the
King’s own doctor, died. The friends of the Somersets said
he’d died of the French pox; but the Overburys and the Puri-
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tans and the new court party fawning ever more numerous
about Villiers, shook their heads in corners and whispered poi-
son. The King took fright and allowed Coke, then his Lord
Chief Justice, to make an investigation.

Coke, as I have said, showed in this case more energy than
tact. As a publicspirited man of business he must have felt
that it was time the court and its favorites were given a thor-
ough airing. But it also happened that he had just managed
to arrange for the marriage of his own daughter Frances, much
against the poor girl’s and her mother’s will, to Villiers’ penni-
less brother John. Coke was a champion of the rights of Eng-
lishmen, but he was also one of the great careerists of his time.

It was fiat justitia with a vengeance. Londoners crowded
to the trial of the poisoners of Sir Thomas Overbury at Guild-
hall in such numbers that one day the stands fell and a num-
ber of people were hurt. Among the accused was Mrs. Turner,
the wardrobe mistress for the masque at the Somersets’ wed-
ding, who, it turned out, had been the go-between and confi-
dant of the Somersets during their adulterous courtship.

A story was unfolded that reads like one of the tragedies of
blood so popular then at the playhouses over on Bankside. Mrs.
Turner had been under the thumb of an astrologer and sor-
cerer known as Dr. Forman, who had the good luck to die
before the trial. Mrs. Forman, his widow, evidently had it
in for the goodlooking Mrs. Turner and came eagerly to court
bringing the astrologer’s trunk and a little book that contained
the list of his customers.

The Chief Justice reached over and took the small parch-
mentbound volume, glanced at it for a moment and slipped it
in his pocket. The story went around that one of the first names
he saw listed was that of his wife, the highspirited and flighty
Lady Hatton, mother of the daughter he was having such a
hard time marrying into the waxing clan of Villiers. There
was plenty of evidence without it.

Coke opened the case by making poor Mrs. Turner take off
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her becoming bonnet and by yelling at her that she was ‘a
whore, a bawd, a sorcerer, a witch, a papist, a felon, a mur-
derer, the daughter of the devil Forman.” She was found guilty
of poisoning, sentenced and hanged. At the gallows the exe-
cutioner wore yellow starched cuffs. The famous yellow starch
became suddenly unfashionable at court.

Among Forman’s papers were pathetically illiterate letters
from the Lady Frances to Mrs. Turner that told everything.
She had sent Carr love philters and had hired Forman to per-
form magic rites with a set of obscene little figurines in wax
that caused great stretching of necks when they were produced
in the courtroom. Mrs. Turner had helped her catch her lover
and had helped her get rid of her lover’s boyfriend. An ehd-
erly serving man named Weston had been sent to the Tower
to wait on Sir Thomas, and had fed him arsenic in tarts and
jellies. When Sir Thomas didn’t die fast enough an apothecary
was bribed to give him sublimate of mercury in a clyster; that
finished the business. The Chief Justice roared at the prisoners,
threatened them with the peine forte et dure and didn’t let
one of them go until he had incriminated the earl and the
Lady Frances. Coke was out for bigger game than the miser-
able assassins.

The last man hanged was Sir Gervaise Elwes, a lieutenant
at the Tower, who had gotten wind of the plot and tried to
block it by substituting fresh tarts and jellies for those sent
in to satisfy poor Sir Thomas’s insatiable sweet tooth. In the
account of the trial Sir Gervaise sounds like a simpleminded
fellow. He didn’t dare report the goings-on because he didn’t
know from what high quarters the tarts and jellies might have
come. In fact the suspicion that the whole thing was arranged
by James himself has never quite been downed. Sir Gervaise
met his end rather cheerfully, sitting on the top of the hang-
man’s ladder to make the usual speech of repentance of his
sins. The worst crime he was able to remember was gambling.
He had been a great waster round the gaming tables on Bank-
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side and sincerely repented of it. He caught sight of some of
his cronies among the crowd that had come to see him die and
called on them to give up the vice, and then he gave away his
silk cloak and the money in his purse and put his head in the
noose, and the hangman and his servant grabbed hold of his
legs and he died.

The small fry were all tried in Guildhall; after the hang-
man had done his work on them at Tyburn, it was the turn
of the people of quality, and the pageant moved to Westmin-
ster. There Bacon conducted the proceedings in his high style.
Westminster Hall was hung in black, and the peers met in
all the pomp of ermine and coronets for the indictment and
trial of the Somersets.

The arrest of the ear]l was full of false drama. A royal mes-
senger appeared at Coke’s house in the middle of the night to
get a warrant sworn out. The King, slobbering drunk, hung
on the waning favorite’s neck all down the great stairway at
Hampton Court, kissing him, so the courtiers said, at every
step. The lords found both Somersets guilty of murder, but
the King didn’t want to go to extremes. The Lady Frances
was not sent to the Tower until her child, a little girl, was
born. Then she was placed in the elegant apartment Ralegh
had recently vacated to go off on his last expedition in search
of the golden Manoa. When the talk had blown over a little,
Somerset was pardoned and retired to an estate in the coun-
try. It was said that the love between the Somersets turned to
bitter hatred. The Lady Frances died without being allowed to
see her child, who grew up to become the ancestress of the
great English family of Russell.

So the headsman was cheated of the Somersets. But he had
his way with Ralegh. Ralegh had come back to England a
failure. He hadn’t found the mines, he had fought the Span-
iards. The expedition had been dogged by ill luck from the
first. Time and money had been frittered away, the ships had
lost half their crews from fever. Against orders Sir Walter’s
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hothead son had tried to assault a Spanish town in the mouth
of the Orinoco, his force had been beaten off and he had been
killed. The fever never let up on the ships. The pilot who had
claimed to know the road to the mines broke down and con-
fessed he knew nothing and killed himself. Some of the ships’
crews mutinied.

Ralegh had put in all his fortune, all the money he could
raise from his friends, all he had left of hope in the world, on
the expedition. As when he’d planned the colony at Roanoke
that remained so strangely lost, every detail had been put down
on paper. Everything had been thought of with all the subtle
energy of his mind, everything had been explained in clear
English prose; on paper. Perhaps his schemes were too per-
fectly planned to come true. Perhaps he had always been more
a writer than a practical organizer. Back in England the great
promoter, the great schemer, the great adventurer was at the
end of his tether. When he heard that James was going to exact
the penalty he made a halfhearted effort to get onto a barge
on the Thames to slip down the river to a ship that would
spirit him away to France, but nothing went well any more.
When the arrangements broke down he waited quietly and
allowed himself to be arrested.

James had always hated him. With grim satisfaction in the
success of the sly manipulation of events he liked to call king-
craft, which this time at least had brought a gaudy bird into
his springes, he dragged out the old sentence of death. It was
a chance, by one blow of the ax, to get rid of a troublesome
reminder of the Tudors and to prove to the court of Madrid,
by offering up the head of his most eminent subject, that he
was willing to pay the price of peace.

The scaffold was put up on Tower Hill; and the rabble
Ralegh scorned with Shakespeare’s scorn saw for the last time
the erect elegant figure, the long yellow face with twirled mus-
taches and pointed beard already gray; and heard, until the
trumpets drowned him out, the shrill voice that had never lost,
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in all the years of travels and courts and armies, the broad
Devonshire drawl of his boyhood; and the last of the Virgin
Queen’s lovers knelt on the rough boards of the scaffold and
laid his head down on the block.

Meanwhile Coke had been suddenly dismissed from his post
as Chief Justice. He went back to his writing and his law-
books at Stoke House, where he lived in state, like Chaucer’s
Franklin, famous for the oldtime country abundance of his
table and for his immense legal learning, the intellectual back-
bone, more and more, of the puritan and parliamentary par-
ties. It was Bacon’s day of revenge. After a lifetime’s service
to the Crown, in which he had seen so many lesser men push
on ahead of him, at last his great abilities were recognized. He
was made Privy Councilor. He was reaching the peak of his
career, but he wasn’t yet making enough money to keep up
with the debts he ran up building his country houses and his
great gardens. ,

One of Coke’s many contests with Bacon was over educa-
tion. Bacon’s views were aristocratic and somewhat lost in the
platonic cloud, while Coke’s were down to earth and popular.
In the course of it he managed to get out from under Bacon’s
influence the new school for commoners’ sons established by a
bequest at Sutton’s Hospital in Westminster. When he retired
from the bench and had no further need for a stenographer,
it was natural that he should place Roger Williams, a lad
whose brains he felt were worth training, in that school to be
prepared for Cambridge. The school’s name was soon changed
to Charterhouse: young Williams was entered in 1621 and
studied there two years until he managed to get himself a
scholarship to Pembroke Hall at Cambridge.

In the Parliament of that year Bacon, now Lord Verulam,
sat on the woolsack as Lord Chancellor, but he wasn’t free of
his old enemy. Coke had been elected to the Commons and
immediately became the leader of the party that was for clip-
ping the wings of royal prerogative. Instead of voting subsi-
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dies to the King, the Commons had questions to ask. That
ruinous chain of marches, countermarches, murders, massacres
and sieges, the Thirty Years’ War between Protestants and
Papists that was permanently to maim the culture of the
peoples of Germany, had begun with defeat for the Protes-
tants. The complicated and lackadaisical Stuart foreign policy
was bearing fruit in the misfortunes of James’ daughter Eliza-
beth who had been chased not only out of the Kingdom of Bo-
hemia, but out of her husband’s own Palatinate, without a blow
being struck by the English to help her. The Commons wanted
to know the reason why. As always the King needed money;
before they would grant him any subsidy the Commons began
to call into question the whole system of authoritarian rule. To
affirm their rights as representatives of the people of England
they passed a motion, which Coke worded: “. . . that the lib-
erties, franchises, privileges and jurisdictions of Parliament are
the ancient and undoubted birthright and inheritance of the
subjects of England; and that the arduous and urgent affairs
concerning the king, state and defense of the realm and of the
church of England, and the making and maintenance of laws,
and redress of grievances which daily happen within the realm,
are proper subjects of council and debate in Parliament, and
that in the handling and proceeding of these businesses every
member of the house hath, and of right ought to have, free-
dom of speech.”

The King was in such a pet that he tore the motion out of
the record himself. A week after the houses adjourned Coke
was sent to the Tower, where he entertained himself for seven
months writing Latin doggerel. After his release he was ban-
ished to Stoke House; there he lived busy with his revision
of Lyttleton’s Institutes, the hero and animator of the puritan
parliamentary party.

In the next session the parliament men, as they were begin-
ning to be called, came back by impeaching the Lord Chan-
cellor. They had the goods on Bacon in twentytwo cases of
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bribery. Bacon, a man of too fine sensibilities to brazen it out,
fell into a strange fit of selfaccusation, admitted that he had
received presents (indeed it was the custom at the time for all
great officers, judicial and otherwise, to pocket anything any-
body offered them); he admitted he had done wrong; his only
defense was that the bribes had never influenced his decisions.
He was removed from all his offices and retired to St. Albans
in deep disgrace. The King did nothing to help him in spite
of his devoted service to the building up of the scheme of au-
thoritarian kingship that was James’ dream. The Stuarts didn’t
have the Tudors’ knack for keeping firstrate men working for
them.

The rift was widening between the puritan party and the
court. James Stuart died in 1625, dutifully, to put down ru-
mors that he was a Papist, surrounded by the sacraments and
the bishops of the Church of England; but when the people
crowded into the streets to see Charles, the new young King,
drive in his coach through London and Westminster, the man
they saw sitting beside him, lolling back against the brocaded
seat in his frills and silks, with his beard and his mustaches
pomaded to a point and jewels in his ears, was George Vil-
liers, Duke of Buckingham. There were few cheers. A silent
chill of hatred froze the City at the sight of the indestructible
favorite.

The accession of Charles First in 162§ found Roger Wil-
liams studying at Pembroke Hall, a Cambridge college in
which his patron Coke held the office of Lord Steward. He
had obtained his scholarship, and was studying Latin, Greek
and Hebrew in fervent preparation for the ministry. He felt
he had a call to serve God and to help in the coming purifica-
tion of the English church of worldly and popish vestiges. In
the great rift between King’s men and parliament men that
was beginning to divide all classes, the University of Cam-
bridge was becoming a nucleus of popular thought and of the
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trend of opinion that aimed at completing the reformation of
the church and restoring the authority of Parliament.

Oxford on the other hand was drifting into the other camp
and becoming the center of a new tendency, much favored by
the Duke of Buckingham, that its enemies labeled Arminian-
ism, and that was soon to find a tireless leader in Laud, Bishop
of Bath and Wells. The aim of the Arminians was to restore
in England the Catholic Church of the Fathers, in which the
King and the Archbishop of Canterbury would take the place
of the Pope. Obedience to the royal authority was their first
tenet. For the more logical thinkers of this group it was only
the bad morals of the papacy that hindered a reconciliation
with Rome. During the last years of James’ life these two par-
ties in the church had been more or less kept at a balance, first
by the tolerant Archbishop Abbott, and after his death, by the
really liberal good sense of John Williams (so far as I know,
no relation to Roger), Bishop of Lincoln and Lord Keeper of
the Privy Seal. Laud hated this Bishop Williams so much that
he noted naive dreams about him in his diary, that he was
dead, or that he’d seen him led away loaded with chains. As
soon as Charles came to the throne he sent John Williams back
to his bishopric and, completely under the influence of Buck-
ingham, threw the weight of the royal authority behind the
Arminians.

Since, consequently, he found himself at a stalemate with his
first Parliament, Charles dissolved it and called a new one.
Buckingham had hit on the trick of appointing the leading
reformers High Sheriffs of the shires, to a position that made
them ineligible for Parliament and forced them to spend a lot
of money in overseeing the elections. Coke, who had success-
fully dodged an ornamental appointment to Ireland by an-
nouncing that he knew of many abuses in the government there
that it would give him pleasure to uncover and correct, was
forced to take the office of High Sheriff of Buckinghamshire.

The only result was that the Commons found new spokes-
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men, among them John Eliot, a vice-Admiral of Devonshire,
whom Buckingham had let in because he was a personal friend.
The second Parliament was dissolved and another elected,
more determined and calvinist than the last. A gentleman
writing to friends in the country described the House of Com-
mons of 1628 as ‘the most noble magnanimous assembly that
ever these walls contained; and I heard a lord estimate that
they were able to buy the upper house (his majesty only ex-
cepted) thrice over.

The sessions opened in March 1628 in an atmosphere of
conciliation. Coke, now a hale sharptongued old man of seven-
tynine, had been appointed Secretary of State to weight a
hopedfor compromise between the Crown and Parliament with
his great prestige. The summer before Buckingham, in an ef-
fort to curry favor with the puritan party, had put through an
expedition to relieve the Huguenots, besieged by Richelieu in
La Rochelle. He had to do something to prove his enthusiasm
for the protestant cause to a nation that considered him a secret
Papist and that remembered bitterly how, in the last reign,
he’d been regularly in the pay of Gondomar, ambassador of
the Spanish King. He had come back desperate from the expe-
dition’s failure and now needed funds to get a new army ready.
The King made it known that if the Commons granted him
the necessary subsidies, he would take up the matter of reform.
The Commons promptly voted the subsidies, but Charles be-
gan to hem and to haw, to consult judges, and to temporize
about assenting to the Petition of Right the parliamentary law-
yers had drawn up.

Meade, Master of Christ’s College, Cambridge, where John
Milton was studying at the time, was in London and wrote to
a friend in Suffolk:

“I know you have heard of that black and doleful Thurs-
day, the day I arrived in London. Which was by degrees occa-
sioned, first by his Majesty’s unsatisfactory answer on Monday,
increased by a message delivered afterward, that his Majesty
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had resolved neither to add to nor alter the answer he had
given them. Hereupon they fall to recount the miscarriages of
our Government, and the disasters of all our designs these
later years; representing everything to the life, but the first
day glancing only at the Duke, not naming him. On Wednes-
day they procede further to the naming of him, Sir Edward
Coke breaking the ice and the rest following. So that on Thurs-
day, they growing more vehement and ready to fall right upon
him, a message was sent from his Majesty absolutely forbid-
ding them to meddle with the government or any of his min-
isters, but, if they meant to have this a session, forthwith to
finish what they had begun; otherwise his Majesty would dis-
miss them. Then appeared such a spectacle of passions as the
like hath seldom been seen in any assembly; some weeping,
some expostulating, some prophesying of the fatal ruin of our
kingdom; some playing the divines in confessing their own
and their country’s sins which drew these judgments upon us;
some finding as it were, fault with them that wept, and coura-
geous resolutions against the enemies of the king and kingdom.
I have been told by Parliament-men that there were above a
hundred weeping eyes, many who offered to speak being inter-
rupted and silenced with their own passions. But they stayed
not here; but as grieved men are wont, all this doleful distem-
per showered down upon the Duke of Buckingham, as the
cause and author of all their misery.”

Two days later the King appeared before Parliament and
gave his assent to the Petition of Right with the ancient Nor-
man formula: ‘Soiz fait comme il est desiré” Churchbells rang,
bonfires were lighted in open spaces in the City. Every day the
Londoners expected the impeachment of Buckingham. They
were not acquainted yet with Charles Stuart’s peculiar catlike
obstinacy. In the end of June, as soon as the supplies the
Commons had voted began to come in, to avoid a new set of
remonstrances brewing, he prorogued Parliament until the next

January.
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It was during this period of somewhat deceptive lull, when
it still seemed that a compromise could be reached, that Roger
Williams took his degree of Bachelor of Arts and signed the
thirtynine articles of belief in the creed of the Church of Eng-
land in order to be ordained a minister. He had already some
idea of going to Massachusetts Bay, where there was an open-
ing for bright young preachers without family prospects in
the pulpits of the puritan colonists. For some months he stayed
on in the accustomed monastic quiet of his college. His exhi-
bition still supported him there. Events outside had begun to
move fast.

Buckingham had determined to stake everything on break-
ing the siege of La Rochelle. He had hopelessly underesti-
mated the military ability of his opponent, Richelieu, that least
churchly of cardinals. The second expedition was to turn out
a worse fizzle than the first, but before the troops sailed from
Portsmouth, Buckingham was dead. He was stabbed as he was
walking across the camp among his officers by a redheaded sol-
dier named Felton, who instead of escaping in the confusion
when Buckingham fell bleeding to the ground stood still and
gave himself up, saying, “No villain did this, but an honorable
man. I am the man.” The crews of the ships getting ready to
sail burst into a Hip Hip Hooray when they heard the ex-
quisite duke had been murdered. Parliament men drank Fel-
ton’s health all over England, and the crowds cheered him and
old women came out to bless him on the London road on his
way to trial and execution.

The death of Buckingham left Charles in the hands of
Bishop Laud, who had recently stepped up a notch, through
the duke’s favor, into the diocese of London. Immediately the
repression of the parliament men began. One of Laud’s first acts
was to prosecute before the Star Chamber a somewhat bibulous
scholar who exchanged many Latin epistles with Milton, Al-
exander Gill, the son of the poet’s old schoolmaster at St.
Paul’s School. His crime was a set of drunken remarks disre-
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spectful of the King, his royal father and the late lamented
duke, overheard in the buttery of Trinity College, Oxford.
Young Gill was ousted from the ministry, and the interces-
sion at court of his father’s many friends just barely saved his
ears, which he had been condemned to lose. For eleven years
there was to be no more free speech in England. The system
of Thorough was beginning.

Lingering on in Cambridge, like a swimmer on the bank not
quite ready to take the plunge, Roger Williams must have felt
that Laud’s rise meant the closing of any good church livings
to any man who thought and felt as he did, if indeed it did not
portend worse things.

By the time Parliament reconvened the two parties were dug
into their positions. The Commons insisted that the King had
no right to levy taxes and that popish and Arminian tenden-
cies must be weeded out of the church. The court party, under
Laud’s careful leadership, set out deliberately to create, through
the machinery of the authoritarian church, the sort of police
state Richelieu was building up so effectively in France. The
Cardinal had crushed the Huguenots and was stamping the
French people into a mold so cleverly constructed that it wasn’t
broken for a hundred and fifty years. If the French court had
succeeded, why shouldn’t the English? There was no further
ground left for compromise.

This session of Parliament that was Coke’s last appearance
in public life was the first of a redfaced young countryman in
a dirty neckband and illfitting clothes newly elected from
Huntingdon, who got to his feet one day to stammer a few in-
coherent words to the effect that if preaching flat popery were
the steps to church preferment, what were we to expect? His
name was Oliver Cromwell.

Laud had the medicine ready but the Commons wouldn’t
take it. The session had not gone very far before they got com-
pletely out of hand. Three men held the Speaker down in his
chair when he tried to adjourn the sitting. The doors were
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locked and resolutions were passed by acclamation to the ef-
fect that whoever should encourage popery or Arminianism, or
advise the levying of tonnage and poundage by the King with-
out the authority of Parliament, or who should pay these taxes
if they were levied, should be accounted an enemy to the king-
dom and state of England. Then the doors were opened and
the members filed out. Holles, Selden, Eliot, Strode, and the
rest of the leaders were indicted in the Star Chamber and
packed off to the Tower. The King sent down a bitter message
to dissolve Parliament. After that he would rule by military
power, in the hands of artists in repression like Strafford, and
by the subtler methods of the smallminded painstaking Laud,
who always was ready to hand a fat living over to an obedient
divine or to crop the ears of the unruly, and in the end turned
the church into a vast spying organization in support of the
monarchy.

Probably it was Coke’s extreme old age that saved him from
going back to the Tower himself. He went dewn to Stoke
House and spent the rest of his life revising his commentaries
on the Common Law. His mind remained extraordinarily vig-
orous, and his last years were full of hard study in spite of oc-
casional descents on his house by Laud’s agents, who ransacked
his library and annoyed him by carrying away papers and doc-
uments he needed in his work. He wrote rather ruefully in
those days about the irksomeness of the writing life: “Whilst
we were in hand with these four parts of the Institutes, we
often having occasion to go into the city, and then into the
country, did in some sort envy the state of the honest plough-
man and other mechanics; for one, while at his work would
merrily sing, and the ploughman whistle some self-pleasing
tune, and yet this work proceeded and succeeded; but he that
takes it upon him to write doth captivate all the faculties and
powers, both of his mind and body, and must only be attentive
to that which he collecteth, without any expression of joy or
cheerfulness whilst he is at work.” If he didn’t like writing, it
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meant he liked everything else on the face of the globe. He
clung, hale and vigorous, to this life of cheerful retirement
until he died at eightyfour.

Meanwhile his protégé, the ambitious and earnest young
parson, Roger Williams, found himself ready to begin his min-
istry, but with no church to preach to. Laud’s system of Thor-
ough blocked every avenue of advance for him, as it did for
his fellowstudent at Cambridge, John Milton. For a young
man with a profound belief in the sacredness of his calling,
and in the deep necessity of his own convictions, lipservice to
Laud’s church was impossible. Keeping silent on the issues in-
volved couldn’t help him much, because Laud demanded ac-
tive participation in his campaign, and his familiars and pour-
suivants were spreading over the country, listening to the talk
in taverns and the gossip around the church door after service,
opening letters and listening at keyholes to check on the ortho-
doxy of the Cloth. As a temporary refuge Williams got hold
of the job of chaplain at Otes in Essex.

Otes was the seat of a staunch Puritan and parliament man,
Sir William Masham, who had been one of the members of
the House of Commons imprisoned a few years before for re-
fusing to pay shipmoney. His wife, Lady Masham, was the
granddaughter of Sir Henry Cromwell, of Hitchinbroke, and
so a cousin of Oliver Cromwell’s and related to most of the
great puritan families of the eastern counties. A few miles
away, at Hatfield Priory, lived her mother, Lady Joan Bar-
rington, a lady of great influence on her widely scattered fam-
ily, at whose house at that time was Lady Joan’s niece, Jane
Whalley, the sister of the Edward Whalley who was later to
write his name on Charles Stuart’s deathwarrant. The first
thing Roger Williams did at Otes was to fall in love with Jane
Whalley. There still exists a letter of the young parson’s to
Lady Joan asking for her niece’s hand, in which he speaks of
“. . . fears for her present condition, it being some Indecorum
for her to condescend to my low ebb—there I somewhat stick.
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But were all this cleared, there is one bar not likely to be
broken and that is the present estate of us both. That portion
it hath pleased God to allot to her, as I hear, is not for the
present and, happily as things stand now in England shall
never be by us enjoyed. For my own part, it is well-known,
though I would gladly conceal myself, how a gracious God
and a tender conscience, as Balak said to Balaam, hath kept
me back from honor and preferment. . . . Nor do I seek, nor
shall I be drawn on any terms to part, even to my last part-
ing, from Otes, so long as any competence can be raised or lib-
erty afforded . . . After the death of my aged loving mother,
amongst some other children, I may expect, though for the
present she be close and will not promise, some twenty pounds
or marks per annum. At hand undisposed of I have some seven
score pieces and a little yet costly study of books . . . Poor
yet as I am, I have some few offers at present; one put into
my hand, person and present portion worthy. Yet stand they
still at the door, and shall, until the fairest end the Lord shall
please to give to this shall come to light. I have been told to
open to your Ladyship the whole anatomy of this business. To
wrong your precious name and answer her kind love with want
would be like gall to all the honey of my life and my marriage
joys.”

The family didn’t consider him a good enough match for
Jane Whalley. To them he was a penniless parson without
prospects or connections, although a lively godly fellow. He
was bitterly disappointed. He wrote testily to Lady Joan that
as they couldn’t be joined in this world perhaps they would
be in the next, and then proceeded to give the old lady a thor-
ough ministerial raking over the coals, reminding her that there
was ‘but the breadth of a few grey hairs’ between her and
her everlasting home, and ending with the pious hope that
she would forego her evil ways and seek ‘a blessing of a heart
softened and trembling, of a soul gasping after Jesus Christ.’



50 THE GROUND WE STAND ON

Roger Williams was not a man to let a rich dowager have the
last word. Naturally Lady Joan was furious.

That summer of 1629 Williams went to a meeting of the
Massachusetts Bay Company, which had been newly chartered
by the Crown, at Sempringham. The meeting was under the
protection of the liberal John Williams, Bishop of Lincoln.
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