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ANNE MARBURY HUTCHINSON (1591-1643)
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“ . . . a woman of a haughty and fierce carriage, of a nimble wit and an active spirit, and a very voluable tongue, more bold than a man, though in understanding and judgement inferior to many women.” 

— Gov. John Winthrop
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MARY BARRETT DYER (1611?-1660)
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“ . . . notoriously infected with Mistress Hutchinson’s errors, and very censorious and troublesome, she being of a very proud spirit and much addicted to revelations . . .” 

— Gov. John Winthrop




Conscience: noun





Definition:

a. a person’s own sense of what is right or wrong

b. a sensitive regard for fairness or justice
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Note to Readers from the Author
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This is a work of narrative nonfiction. Narrative nonfiction tells a true story about real events and real people. It relies on facts rather than imagination. It also uses techniques of fiction—including dialogue—to make the story more engaging.

Because Anne Hutchinson and Mary Dyer lived so long ago, and because the historical record about their lives is limited, the telling posed challenges. For instance, there is no written record of actual conversations between the two. But of course they spoke to one another, and frequently. Therefore, I created dialogue between them (as well as between others). Created dialogue is written to be consistent with their characters based on historical information.

Actual spoken words appear in italics with quotation marks around them. I’ve edited some of the actual dialogue to make it better understood by today’s readers. 
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Prologue
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On the lawn of the Massachusetts State House stand six statues memorializing important American historical figures from the Bay State. Joseph Hooker, Civil War hero, sits astride a mighty, galloping horse. Horace Mann, well-known educator, and Daniel Webster, U.S. Senator, stand like sentries, guarding either side of the main entrance. John F. Kennedy, 35th President of the United States, his characteristic stride captured life-like in bronze, was the last work to be dedicated. 

At opposite ends of the lawn’s expanse stand the statues of two women—Anne Hutchinson, one arm clutching a Bible, the other around her youngest daughter, looking defiantly toward the sky—and Mary Dyer, eyes cast submissively downward, her hands folded neatly in her lap.

Neither woman held a title or important position.

In their own time, in Puritan Boston, they were shunned, imprisoned, banished, and more because they stood up and spoke out for what they believed.

Today, they are honored as symbols of freedom of conscience and religious liberty in America.

How did they get here enshrined in this public space? How did they go from outcasts to icons? 

Anne and Mary.

This is their story.
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Chapter One
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Arrived
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MARY DYER STOOD on the deck of the sailing ship, salty wind slapping at her face, feeling the sting of her decision. She and her young husband William had uprooted their lives, had forsaken everything—a comfortable home, William’s successful business, the conveniences of city life to come here. The town of Boston would be home to them now, but it was nothing like the Boston it was named for back in England. This Boston in the year 1635 was barely five years old, a mere outpost in the wilderness of the New World. 

The vessel skirted past the small wooded islands dotting the harbor, bringing the shore closer to view. Her heart quivered. The town appeared small and poor and disorderly—nothing but a scattering of simple framed cottages, some half-finished, standing in the shadow of three towering hills, vulnerable and unprotected. The shoreline a wet, soggy, oozing marshland. Beyond it, as far as the eye could see, dark forests loomed, thick and untouched. To Mary, just twenty-four years old, born and bred in the big, bustling city of London, it was a bewildering sight—colossal and overpowering as was the thought that there was no turning back.

She ran her hand over her rounded belly, feeling the life of the child she carried inside. Yes, she had William, her rock, to lean on, but had they done the right thing? Had they been too hasty? She could not bear to lose another child. Not this one, too. How could anyone, let alone a newborn, survive in this place? She clutched William’s arm and tried to push doubt from her mind. 

As the vessel slid confidently toward its destination, another feeling took hold of Mary. All around her, noise was rising up. Jubilant, raucous shouts of joy coming from the passengers. The miserable journey was finally over! Young and old praised God for His mercy and their safe deliverance. For nearly ten weeks, they had been tossed about by swelling waves, suffered seasickness, bore the cries of children and the moans of livestock kept in the hold. They had put up with the endless stink and damp and cold.

How wonderful it was to take in the sight of townspeople coming to greet them, knowing a hot meal and a warm place to shelter was near at hand. Mary offered her own thanks to her Creator that they had survived the vast and turbulent sea. After all, it was God’s will that they be here. One just needed to see the signs. Seagulls cawed playfully overhead, chimney smoke plumed in the distance, women waved handkerchiefs from shore, and children clambered over rocks to better see the arrival of the tall masted ship. Yes, despite her trepidation, this was where they were meant to be. Mary and William embraced, imparting all the courage they could muster for one another.

With the sailing ship anchored in the inner harbor, the passengers were taken by longboats to disembark at Bendall’s Dock. Finally, firm land beneath their feet! Mary and William could have kissed the very ground they walked on even amid the clamor and confusion. People embracing with tears and laughter. Rough crewmen laboring noisily as they unloaded the ship’s cargo. Hand-drawn wagons clattering loudly onto the pier. Wagon pullers unburdening the sea-weary voyagers of personal belongings so they could be conveyed to temporary quarters. 

Mary and William had taken what they could—food, clothing, tools, furniture—some of which could be stored in warehouses lining the dock—until their own home could be built. What a relief it was to see an actual marketplace where they could buy or barter for supplies. And to know that ships would arrive periodically to replenish their stocks and deliver news from home. 

News from home. Mary knew she would crave news from home. 

From there they were taken into the crooked lanes of the village, bare of the cobblestones they were used to in London. Instead, they navigated roughhewn boards that covered holes and ruts. The busy sounds of sawing and hammering provided background noise, giving their spirits a boost, for these were the sounds of industry, of growth and transformation. At the center of the village stood a large cluster of thatch-roofed cottages, about two hundred in number, huddled closely together, as though seeking one another’s protection. They were made of rough-hewn logs plastered with mud and manure. Already, a school, tavern, burying ground, and prison outfitted with stocks and whipping posts had been built. 

But the most important sight was the meetinghouse. This was where their community would come together to conduct their business and more importantly, to worship and pray. Mary studied the humble wooden structure. It was as far removed from her old church, the church of St. Martin-in-the-Fields, as it was from the moon. St. Martin’s was one of the grandest of churches in all of England, made of brick and stone and decorated with arches and pillars.  She and William had married there, just two years before. 

Mary was proud to become the wife of this prosperous London merchant. William was clever, hard-working, and ambitious. Mary knew he would be a good provider. They had set up household in a fashionable neighborhood, and had been happy there, she a helpmate in William’s business affairs, William studying law and making a name for himself. And Mary knew he loved her dearly, and not just for her beauty, for which she was known, but for her good breeding and intelligence. Yet now, those early days of their marriage seemed like an eternity ago. 

So much had happened since. So much turmoil and sadness.

It was William in particular who had wanted to leave. 

Life in England had become unbearable for “puritans,” such as themselves. They were mockingly called so because they wanted to “purify” the Church of England of its remaining Catholic ways, ways they felt were corrupt and not in keeping with what God wanted of them. Their king, Charles I, detested puritans, and wanted to re-establish Catholicism as the official religion. Under his reign, puritans were being persecuted—fired from jobs, fined, and imprisoned. They were considered too opinionated, too independent of church rules, too non-conforming.

Mary trusted her husband. He might not have been the most outspoken of puritans, but he had grown up in Kirby LaThorpe in Lincolnshire, where puritanism was preached about with great fervor in the churches of the region, and it was natural for him to be drawn to the ideas of nonconformists and dissenters. She herself had been raised in the Church of England, but her own spirituality was awakened by William’s puritan beliefs. As someone who loved learning, Mary had developed a curiosity for theology and had embraced puritan ideas: forsaking worldly things, indifference to riches or poverty, a return to the simplicity of Bible study. These ideas spoke to her.

Soon into their marriage, William’s business suffered under the king’s policies, and he found it difficult to make a living, Mary could see that William was restless for something more. But where could they turn? Political unrest surrounded them, choking their lives and their livelihood. King Charles I had dissolved Parliament, taking power away from the people and amassing more for himself. There was growing unemployment, poverty, and crime. And the threat of bloodshed between Protestants and Catholics was always present. Many feared that their society was irredeemable. Mary and William dreaded as much.

The worst blow of all, however, came shortly after the arrival of their firstborn child, a son, also named William. Just three days after his baptism, the newborn fell seriously ill and died. The loss was unbearable. 

How to go on? What now? What next?

Through connections, William learned of the Massachusetts Bay Company, which had been set up to trade in the abundant fish and furs of New England. The company was headed by John Winthrop, a puritan and businessman, like himself. William admired John Winthrop for he was a godly man of vision. Winthrop had sailed on the Arabella in 1630, with ten other ships in its fleet, taking roughly seven hundred settlers with him to New England. These were fellow puritans—fellow dissenters. The Massachusetts Bay Company, under Winthrop’s leadership, would serve as a wellspring for the creation of a new religious society. This society of puritan believers would be good, upright, and just—and far, far away from the calamities and corruptions of the Old World. 

William proposed to Mary that they join John Winthrop in the New World.

The New World. A primitive land an ocean away. Full of dangers of another kind. The mere thought, frightening and unimaginable, sent a shiver down the spine. 

Yet loving her husband and doing what was expected of a good wife, Mary listened with an open heart and mind to the excitement and confidence in William’s voice as he imagined their future together in the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

“Do not be afraid,” he assured her. “It is what God wants of us—to be part of this new church—this new community. There will be no more misuse of power. Everyone will share in the commonwealth. We will all band together and be righteous and happy. And we will prosper.” 

“What about our livelihood, William? How will you make a living?” 

William’s face lit up. “Oh Mary, the chances for a young man of promise are limitless! There is land to be had for the asking—goods to be traded to England—shops to be kept for the many who are sure to continue to follow John Winthrop!” 

“And what of our child? What if the same fate befalls him as it did our dear little William? I could not bear it.”

“We must be brave. God has provided this place in the wilderness as a refuge from all the ills that plague us. What better place to raise a child than one that will be a shining example to all the world?”

As much as Mary wanted to believe in William’s vision of their future, were they simply exchanging one kind of danger for another? The potential danger of giving birth in such a primitive place? 

William understood her worry. “There is a woman, the wife of a business associate, Will Hutchinson, a successful textile merchant. Anne Hutchinson is her name. The Hutchinsons and their family sailed for New England over a year ago. I have been told that she is a godly woman and the most capable of midwives to all who need her healing skills.”

Mary sat with hands folded in thought. 

A new world. A new England. A new start. 

For themselves and the child they awaited. 

Mary made up her mind. Yes, they would go. 

And now here they were. Arrived. The summer days on which they had sailed were waning. Autumn was in the air. Winter would be coming. Clinging to the optimism that this was what God expected of them, Mary banished the glorious image of St. Martin’s from her mind’s eye. Summoning all the courage she had, she put one foot in front of the other and set her focus on their new home. 

And the woman called Anne Hutchinson.
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Chapter Two
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Friends
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ON THE DAY that Anne Hutchinson first welcomed Mary and William Dyer into her home, she immediately set to work to put the young couple at ease. William, she could see, was full of energy and purpose, and eager to get started with their new life. He was alive with questions, especially for her husband Will who was already taking the younger man under his wing. The two men had much in common. They were known to one another back in London, where they shared business connections through Will’s merchant brother Richard Hutchinson, and the man William Dyer was apprenticed to, Walter Blackbourne.

As for Mary, Anne paused to take the measure of her. Mary was reserved and delicate, signaling that she was a gentlewoman of good breeding and intelligence. Anne took to her right away for she could see in her a kindred spirit. Anne also knew all too well the anxiety Mary must be feeling. Here she was, newly arrived in this strange place, so far from home, so far from everything, and most evidently, very soon to give birth. 

“Do not fret, my dear,” she reassured young Mary. “We women help one another. We work together to lighten our loads. I promise that you will be well attended when your time comes. I will be there for you.”

Mary’s fretfulness began to lessen. She could see that Anne likely had that effect on people; to bring comfort seemed to come so naturally to her. It was as Mary expected, having been made aware of Anne’s well-regarded reputation, and that of her husband as well. 

The Hutchinsons lived in a big, roomy, two-story house in the center of town on High Street. It was a busy, bustling place with neighbors coming and going, newcomers stopping for a temporary respite, and always alive with the sounds of the Hutchinson children. Richard was the oldest at nineteen. Following him a year or two apart were Faith, Bridget, Francis, Samuel, Anne, Mary, Katherine, William, and baby Susan. Will’s two female cousins also lived with them. The Hutchinson household had arrived from England a year ago, in 1634, aboard the Griffin. Anne’s younger sister Katherine and her husband Richard Scott had made the journey, too, and lived nearby. The Hutchinson’s eldest child, Edward, had already established himself in Boston one year earlier. 

The Hutchinsons had been blessed with good fortune. Will had been a prosperous sheep farmer and textile merchant back in their hometown of Alford, England where he and his family enjoyed a comfortable life in their small market town. As a man of means, Will had invested significantly in the Massachusetts Bay Company. For his investment, he was rewarded with a large lot in a prime location close by the town spring, a six-hundred-acre pasture for raising sheep and cattle ten miles south of Boston, and an entire island in Boston’s great bay. Considered a leader, Will had been elected deputy to the General Court, the community’s law-making body, soon after his arrival. Levelheaded and mild mannered, Will was held in high esteem by all who knew him.

And so was his wife. There wasn’t a person in all of Boston who didn’t know of Anne Hutchinson’s hospitality and capabilities. Anne was admired not only as the wife of an important man, but also in her own right as a nurse-midwife. She was especially beloved by the women of the town. She helped deliver their babies, nursed their sick children, and treated the wounds and ailments suffered by themselves and their hard-working husbands. There wasn’t a time of day or night that she couldn’t be called upon. And not only for her medicines and healing herbs, but also for her soothing words. She helped people heal and gave spiritual comfort to the ill and dying.

As Mary looked about the Hutchinson home, she found ample evidence of Anne’s prodigious talents. Stew simmered in a pot on the hearth, herbs from her herb garden hung drying from the rafters, vegetables harvested from her vegetable garden filled several bowls. She gave instructions to the older children tending the chickens and pigs in the yard out back, while keeping a close eye on the little ones playing nearby, and the baby asleep in her cradle. The home was furnished quite comfortably with a commodious long board to seat many a body for meals, along with several wooden benches and ample rugs and blankets for warmth. 

Mary couldn’t help but be in awe of the woman. Anne Hutchinson was healthy and strong, outgoing and confident. She carried herself like someone in full possession of her capabilities, maybe even with a touch of pride, so very much the opposite of her own reserve. A mere few minutes with Anne revealed her to be one of the most educated women Mary had ever known, when so many other females couldn’t even read and write. This resonated with Mary, who herself had had the opportunity to be literate, instilling in her a love of learning.

Most importantly, Anne was a religious woman, devout, upright, and good. Like her fellow puritans, she viewed their homeland as corrupt and hopeless, and fully embraced John Winthrop’s vision of a new and just society in New England. She, too, had made the decision, along with William, to hazard their lives and fortunes for the sake of their consciences and religious principles. It was also Anne’s reputation that she knew the Bible inside and out, and could quote Scripture as well as any minister, and better than most.

To those who knew her best, Anne Hutchinson was a force of nature, and Mary thanked God for her. She needed someone like Anne, to teach her about life in New England, to help her see that there was no time for homesickness or anxiety. You had to pull yourself together. You had to put on your apron and roll up your sleeves. You had to put your faith and trust in God. 

Even so, it was hard to keep fears from intruding. As idealistic as her hopes and dreams were, Mary wasn’t naïve. She had heard the stories. More than two hundred of the original settlers who had come over with John Winthrop on a fleet of sailing vessels had died from sickness and deprivation. Wolves prowled by night, killing the precious swine and cattle they had brought with them. Lynx and bear might alight your doorstep or invade your crops. Summers were unbearably hot and winters mightily cold with snow as deep as the English had ever seen. 

And then there were the native tribes—the Massachusett and the Wampanoag. So utterly different from any other human being she had ever seen. It was not unusual for native men wearing face paint, eagle feathers, and furs of raccoon and beaver to walk into town to trade furs and hides for tools and jewelry. The tribes of the area, however, were few in number now. Smallpox brought over by earlier Europeans had killed thousands. Evidence of the catastrophe remained in parts of the Boston peninsula. Deserted Indian villages, forlorn with overgrown fields and the remains of bodies was a horrible sight to behold. With the remaining native population left bereft, and the land unoccupied, the English colonizers simply took it over and claimed it as their own. That and a charter from the king, they believed gave them the right to do so. Still, knowing the native people had always been there roaming the land freely, sustaining themselves with its many resources, and likely looking upon the newcomers as suspiciously as the newcomers looked upon them, created an uneasiness for the English that was difficult to quell. 

There were other worries, too. The English may have set up their own colonies, but they increasingly feared aggression from other Europeans—the French and the Dutch—as they sought to take over native-possessed territory for their own purposes. Whatever promises and assurances the English newcomers were given, fear of conflict was always present. 

Mary looked to Anne for comfort. You are safe, Anne reassured her. Have no fear. God is with us.

Anne Hutchinson, as Mary could tell, was not fearful. 

Here, then, was the friend Mary had hoped for at that moment aboard ship when she came face to face with her new, improbable life. Someone to learn from, to pattern herself after, to help her grow religiously and spiritually. Someone to unburden her heart to.

So, when Mary told Anne about the tragic death of her firstborn, Anne, in turn, confided in Mary. She too, had experienced the death of not one, but three children. Her own little William had died before his sixth birthday, and her two precious beauties, Susan, at age sixteen, and Elizabeth, at age eight, from the Black Death, which had plagued their hometown of Alford, some five years before. 

The two women bonded over motherhood and more. Little did Mary know that this bond would put her within the sphere of Anne Hutchinson’s world, and ultimately, on a collision course with history.
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