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William Branch of Springfeild
testifyed on oath that when I lived at the long meddow & Joseph
parsons lived there, a certain tyme Joseph Parsons told mee that
where ever he laid the key his wife could fynd it : & would goe
out in the night & that when shee went out a woman went out wth
her & came in wth her but says Joseph Parsons God preserves her
wth his Angells: & further the said William Branch sayth that
while they lived together in the Long Meddow; George Colton told
mee that he followinge Mary Parsons in her sift, he followed her
thorow the water where he was up to the knees & shee was not
wett : this thing I told to old mr Pynchon when he was here : who
wondered at it but said he could not tell wt to say to it.
Testified on oath before mee Elizur Holyoke


PART ONE:
Journey Too Far


 


 


 


I

 


Therefore, good sir, encourage men to come
over, for here is land and means of livelihood sufficient for men
that bring bodies able and minds fitted to brave the first
brunts...

 


—Richard Saltonstall
(1586–1661)

 


 


Painswick Parish, England,
1633

 


 


MARY BLISS GOT it into her head that she
wanted nothing more than to escape the nursery. She was supposed to
stay with Nurse Bodwin and the other children, not wander off into
the far reaches of the house, out into the garden, or off to the
hills where the sheep grazed in summer. But that morning her
curiosity got the best of her, and she devised a plan. The cook
always brought them their afternoon repast just about the time Mary
toiled at her sampler, before the younger children napped, when
Nurse Bodwin would collapse on a settle by the fire and try her
best not to doze. Mary figured that after a day of wiping runny
noses and tears, and mediating her brother’s and her cousin’s
squabbles, the old woman would be worn out and wouldn’t notice that
she’d slipped away. She wanted to climb to the top of the stairs—to
look out the highest window at the first snowfall of her ninth
winter.

About the time Mary’s stomach began to
rumble, the nurse yawned, removed the handkerchief from her apron
pocket, and wiped her eyes before folding herself onto the old
settle to retreat behind closed eyelids. Then Mary had to decide
what she wanted most—food or freedom. Perhaps if she was quick she
could have both. She stole out the door and hurried past the
kitchen, running as quietly as she could through the hall and past
the door to the garden. Without stopping, she turned to look over
her shoulder. The nurse hadn’t followed her into the west wing.


 


 


As the ties of her white lace cap flew loose
at her throat, she skipped rapturously on till she came to the foot
of a broad staircase. Smoothing her apron, she lifted her skirts
and began her ascent. Higher and higher she bounded, from step to
step, till at last she reached the third floor to step out onto a
landing well lit by cold winter light shining through a casement
with diamond‐shaped panes.

She pressed her face against the frosty
glass and breathed in the view. Far below lay her father’s fields
and paddocks, white with snow. She could see the bare orchards, the
wild meadow, and rising above the valley, the high grassy hills of
Painswick Beacon where the family went on summer picnics. From the
top of the Beacon one could see the River Severn and the valley
through which it ran. The summer before, Mary and her brothers had
climbed to the highest point to explore the ruins of an ancient
earthwork fort once used in defense of the hill. Below the Beacon
lay the village of honey‐ colored stone, where the 600‐year‐old
church building spread beneath its new spire that towered above
everything else in the village. Outside the town, green fields full
of sheep rimmed the forested hills where herds of deer looked for
tufts of grass to nibble through the snow. From her window Mary
traveled to every corner of the only world she knew.

As the wind whipped the trees and whistled
past the window, the sun hastened away behind a storm cloud. A
dark‐cloaked figure crossed the wild meadow and headed in her
direction. Mary recognized the midwife, the old cunning‐woman who,
bearing the tools of her trade in a large soft‐sided basket,
doggedly made her way toward Bliss House.

Forgetting the view, as Mary watched, the
old woman disappeared into the house below. The midwife came when
babies were born, that much Mary knew, yet so far as she’d been
told neither her mother nor her aunt expected a child. She turned
from the window and hurried down the stairs, the tap‐tap of her
shoes echoing down the hall. When she reached the second floor,
faint but unmistakable cries reached her ears. Mary stopped short
and shrank into the shadows as the midwife hastily approached a
door and opened it.

“Lord, have mercy,” Mary’s mother’s voice
prayed as the heavy door wailed shut. Mary ran to peer through the
keyhole. Pressing her cheek close under the latch, she saw her
mother lying in bed. “Thank, God, you’ve come!” she heard her say,
as the midwife began her work at a table beside a roaring fire.

When Mary opened the door and ran to her
mother’s side, Margaret paid her no attention.

“Mother, are you ill?” Mary tugged at her
mother’s sleeve, concerned by her tear‐stained face and hands
clutching her belly.


 


 


The child watched the midwife pour boiling
water over some dried leaves, not knowing it for belladonna, a
deadly nightshade with powers so great the Devil himself kept a
patch for his use. Steam curled into the cunning woman’s lined face
as Margaret wept and prayed, “Lord, have mercy!”

“Drink this, goodwife.” The midwife handed
her a cup. “Sure as day it’ll stop thy labor.” Margaret took the
cup and raised up to sip from it as the midwife gently stroked her
head. “Rest now, drink my decoction. Yer babe will not come
today.”

As if by magic, Margaret’s fear soon calmed,
and as she finished her drink she smiled at her daughter and
reached for her hand to kiss it.

“Why, Mary, you belong in the nursery. How
came you? Never mind— I’m glad to see you here beside me.”

When her cup was empty she heaved a sigh,
closed her eyes, and, folding one hand across her breast, lay very
still.

Mary touched her mother’s cheek. “Is Mother
dead?” she whispered to the midwife, for the words were too awful
to say out loud.

The cunning woman reached to tuck a copper
curl inside Mary’s cap. “Nay, child, she sleeps. Fear not.”

Mary brightened and turned her attention to
the empty cup. “Show me your magic.”

“Cry you mercy, ’tis no magic. The herb hath
the power to calm a babe in the womb.”

Mary’s eyes grew wide. “She is with child
again?” “Aye, and now, with God’s help, it won’t come early.”

Her heart lighter, Mary returned to her
mother’s side. Margaret looked peaceful, eyes closed, her thick
chestnut hair spread over the pillow.

The cunning woman sat down. “Ah, Mary,” she
said, her smile rearranging the web of lines on her face. “I shall
ne’er forget the day ye was born. The wind blew soft and warm—’twas
more like spring than the dark of winter—a harbinger, my
child.”

Mary came nearer, leaning close to gaze into
the deep‐set eyes. “Pray, what’s a har‐har‐bin‐ger?”

“A harbinger is an omen, a portent. When a
babe is born on a rare day in winter ’tis a sign of good fortune.
Why, ye shall be exceeding rich someday!”

Mary sat down at the old woman’s feet to
look up at her, more interested in her babyhood than the nebulous
future. “Was I very small?”

“Nay, ye was a lusty child, pink and fair as
a rose, with the same great eyes I see looking at me right now. Ye
was born at twilight and came without a whimper. Quiet as a
mouse—staring at me with those eyes—’twas a look I’ll ne’er forget.
In all my days I have ne’er seen such a look from a newborn.”


 


 


Mary climbed onto the old woman’s lap. “Show
me! Let me see how I looked!”

“Cry you mercy, I cannot make such a face,
but I’ll tell you what that face said to me. ‘This world is not
what it ought to be!’ And then ye began to wail, and from what yer
mother tells me, ye hath hardly stopped wailing since!”

Mary laughed and took the cunning woman’s
hand. “When will Mother’s new babe come?”

“In spring, if God wills.”

“Did God will that her other babes die?”

“God wills all things, child. Fear not, your
parents are still young, and ’tis my belief they’ll have numerous
more childer.”

Mary looked at the old woman’s knobby hand,
preparing to count all the children on her fingers. “First came Tom
and then Nathaniel.”

“Tom was yer father’s first wife’s child,
who died giving birth to him. And then yer own mother had Nathaniel
before she carried two babes dead in her womb. That’s why they are
over‐thankful for ye. Perchance that’s why they’ve spoiled ye
something dreadful.”

With one finger, Mary traced the knotted
veins on the back of the old woman’s hand. “Am I very spoiled,
Grandmother?”

“Aye, but yer days as a princess are
numbered. Two years after ye were born came Lawrence, and two years
after him, this child. God will give ye little brothers and sisters
to teach ye to be kind to them who’s weaker and smaller.”

“I don’t love Lawrence, you know. He’s very
tiresome.”

“Of course, you do. ’Tis wicked to say that,
Mary.” At the sound of horses approaching, a shadow passed over the
cunning‐woman’s face. She lifted Mary off her lap and hastened to
the window. “I must away.”

Mary ran to her side and gripped her hand.
“Don’t leave us.”

“Yer mother sent for me, Mary, but there be
those in this house who’d rather she sent for the doctor.”

“I hate the doctor. He put a knife in my
tongue to make it bleed.”

The old woman bent low and kissed Mary’s
cheek. “Listen to me, child.” She sprinkled more of the dried
leaves into the empty cup and poured hot water over them. “When yer
mother stirs, give this to her to drink. Now, stay by her side till
she wakes.” Quickly, she gathered up her basket and was gone.

The child set the cup carefully on the table
and climbed onto the bed, resting her head on her mother’s breast,
quite aware that she was responsible for her wellbeing.

Later when Margaret stirred Mary sat up,
glad to see that her pain was over.


 


 


“Ah, child, how quickly I am restored. Why
aren’t you in the nursery?” Margaret threw back the covers. “I feel
so much better—I must see to your father’s supper.”

Mary tugged at her mother’s hand. “No,
Mother, lie still. The cunning‐ woman said so. Now drink of this
cup and go back to sleep.”

Margaret obeyed Mary’s childish command, and
when springtime came, she gave birth to a nine‐months’ baby girl.
The baby’s father named her Hannah and blessed her with words from
the Bible:

“And Hannah prayed, and said, my heart
rejoiceth in the Lord.”

 


MANY A TIME Mary had heard her kinsmen talk
about wicked King Charles; debating among themselves the best way
to pursue their Separatist cause. With scowls and angry voices,
they’d described his cruelty, his hand of iron, his arrogance, his
greed. The child didn’t understand all that was said, but she knew
that a great upheaval brewed in the land, and that the King hated
men like her father. Men who desired to worship God without ritual,
papist icons, or heathen feast days. And she knew that her father
hated both the King and the Pope.

One night, after all the little ones were
tucked into their beds, Margaret Bliss joined her husband and his
kinsmen around the great fireplace in the hall. She allowed Mary to
sit up for a while with the family as they settled in the best
room, surrounded by well‐polished old furniture in the shadows
along the paneled walls. They were glad of a fire, for a light rain
fell outside, chilling the old stone house. Margaret had Mary sit
between herself and her husband Thomas, who puffed thoughtfully at
his clay pipe.

Mary’s father’s face was sad. He shook his
head, his heart seeming burdened.

“I know not—indeed, no man knows—how long we
shall be allowed to remain here in peace. Others have left for
Holland or New England rather than pay taxes to replenish the
King’s coffers and keep his French whore in lace and rubies. How
long can we endure?”

Mary had never seen her good‐natured father
so troubled. Feeling anxious, she moved onto her mother’s lap,
eager to understand why he thought they should have to leave
home.

Her Uncle Jonathan spoke. “Neither the King
nor the Archbishop has molested anyone here.” Mary liked the sound
of that.

Her mother stiffened. “’Tis not as if you
are a minister of God, Thomas. Why should they trouble you? Here we
live in peace with all our neighbors, whether or no they worship
with us or in the King’s church. None of the village folk will
betray us, and you must admit that their minister, Mister
Kittredge, has been kind.”


 


 


What her uncle and her mother had said
reassured the child. If only her father would not look so
troubled.

Shadows from the firelight carved Thomas’s
face into a mask of sadness. “Things are getting worse. We are not
prospering here like the old days.”

Margaret drew her daughter close. “Those who
have fled the country for Holland find their children forced to
speak a foreign tongue and learn strange customs from the Dutch. I
cannot suppose that you’d subject your family to that, nor menace
us with wolves and savages at Plymouth or Boston. By what law—what
right—may they force you from the land of your ancestors?”

The firelight’s gleams lit her father’s red
beard as if it were ablaze, and his laugh, when it came, was
bitter.

“The King and old Beelzebub of Canterbury
make their own law. Damn them to hell! I cannot live in a country
where a man who does not swill his life away in drink, nor waste
his time at playhouses, who works hard, and abides by every
Sabbath, is mocked with a sneer and called Bible‐bearer or Puritan.
Here folk think I am over‐nice or suffer from melancholy
humors.”

Suddenly he stood up with his face to the
fire and raised a fisted arm to shout, “I’ll join them who march on
London!”

Only the crackling of the fire echoed his
declaration. Mary’s Grandfather Thomas slowly closed his Bible. He
was a man of eighty, bearded like his sons, with a beard that had
turned white and a face as wizened as wood left too long in the
weather. Mary feared that his long silence and pained expression
foretold argument between father and son, but her mother spoke
instead.

“Ah, Father, tell him he is foolhardy! He
cannot challenge the King. You, who are beyond youthful passions,
know this is true. You are wise enough to see he must not tear us
from our home.”

Old Father Thomas ceased the thoughtful
stroking of his white beard and crossed his arms over his broad
chest. “We hath lived on this land since before the Normans did
come. Here, where Bliss House was built more than three hundred
year ago, we was once counted among the gentry. Since those days
long past, our fortunes hath diminished. Now it is not so easy to
put victuals on the table and coin in our coffers by keeping our
sheep and thanking God for his goodness. As weavers and husbandmen
we do not prosper here now. Inasmuch as the King hath abolished
Parliament and our vote, we can no longer sit dumbly by. The time
hath come for my sons to go to the New World. I shall not go with
you, for I am too old for so great an adventure.”

Her mother looked astonished, indeed
frightened by the old man’s words, while her father threw another
log on the fire. As the coals tumbled over the hearth, the younger
Thomas spoke.


 


 


“How shall we and our brothers in Christ
counter the King’s latest insult? William Prynne—how shall the King
answer for what he did to Prynne?”

“Who is William Prynne?” Mary said. “And
what has the wicked old King done to him?”

Thomas stared into the fire. “Put him in the
pillory, then in the jail—but that satisfied him not—so he had the
wretched man’s ears off.”

Mary shuddered and clung to her motherʹs
neck.

“Aye, child, for speaking truth,” her
grandfather said. “Prynne took it on himself to write a book—most
grievous to the King, it was. Therein he spoke plainly and in no
pretty way about the Queen, who is French and a Catholic. Prynne
rightly decried this ungodly union, for their heir—who will one day
be our King—is sure to be a Papist.”

“You’ll give the child another nightmare.”
Margaret stood up, taking Mary by the hand. “Come, Mary, ’tis time
for bed.” She stepped toward the door, then stopped and looked to
the men. “How’s a child to understand such things when these
afflictions born of men’s actions are fearsome to me? Why has the
whole world gone utterly mad over religion?”

Thomas smiled. “You, my wife, are not
worldly, nor should you be. England, Scotland, France—indeed the
whole world—has been just so embroiled for a hundred years.”

“Is the faith of the saints the one true
religion? If only one faith can be right, then must it follow all
the others are wrong? Yet just as we believe we are right, the
Catholics and the folks who worship in the King’s church believe
their faiths to be true.” Margaret pulled Mary toward the door.

Mary had a parting word. “I’m glad that
poor, poor man wrote that book,” she said. “It serves the King
right!”

 


ON THE LAST night she would ever rest in
Painswick Parish Mary lay awake in the nursery listening to her
motherʹs muffled sobs echo down the corridor from the Great Hall.
Her parents were at work, hastily packing the last of their
belongings. Her father’s impatient voice came to the child’s ear
mingled with sounds of her mother’s sorrow. Thomas had suffered
enough from his wife’s woe. His fortune was in ruin, and he had
taken as much grief as he could stand. He wanted to start over in
New England. His wife wished to remain, to believe that they and
the other Separatists could live free at home. She loved her large
house and the help of servants. Thomas, on the other hand, saw the
whole business as a blessing in disguise. He would sail to the New
World where he could live among other saints, have plenty of land,
and more easily re‐make his fortune.


 


 


They had already decided which of the
possessions left to them would make the long journey to New
England: one old chest large enough to carry clothes, linens, and
other small possessions too numerous to fit in the family trunk;
kitchen things like pots, pans, a kettle, and a churn. Their only
concession to luxury would be Margaret’s greatest treasure, the
great carved bedstead. They would take a cow to be kept for the new
farm, and chickens and rabbits to be butchered and eaten on board
the ship during the long journey. Thomas had enough money for their
passage and a nest‐egg to be used upon their arrival.

Out of the whole awful business Mary could
fix on only one good thing—her longing for a first glimpse of the
sea. From her little bed she listened to her parents quarrel. She
welcomed the comforting blanket of violet light from the evening
sky and a large cool‐white moon which shone in at her window. She
wondered what would become of them. Would they survive the voyage
to New England? And if they survived, how long would it take her
father to make his fortune and build a fine new house?

“O Lord,” she prayed. “If it is Thy will,
protect us from drowning at sea. Protect us from sea monsters, the
savages, the wolves, the snakes in New England.”

The child wept, the full moonʹs buoyant
light glittering through her tears. Not until the moon had risen
high above Bliss House did she finally fall asleep. She dreamt of a
house waiting for her family in Boston, a fine large house high on
a cliff overlooking the windswept sea. She saw it, the beautiful
sea, like millions of green rivers coursing around the great grey
rocks that were the foundation of her father’s house. The rivers of
the sea flowed in one direction like the wavy locks of her mother’s
hair, and she heard the sound of women wailing. The wailing came
again and again, rising to a great horrid pitch so loud that Mary
sat up in her bed. She put her small feet on the nursery floor and
fled the room. Through the hall and the kitchen, into the garden
she hurried in her sleep, disappearing into the grasses and sedges
down the cleave.

 


THE TAWNY OWL hunting leverets by the light
of the full moon swooped above a white‐gowned child standing alone
on a stone bridge spanning a little stream. His silent passage went
unnoticed by the somnambulant child. The night sky was clear, no
wind roused the willows or the hollies, nothing stirred in the silk
wood where the lizards, cuckoos, badgers, and adders slept hidden
away from the owl’s sharp talons. Soaring high over Bliss House, he
headed for the open meadow.


 


 


When she awoke, Mary found herself alone in
the dark, sitting on the rutted road where her bare feet had
slipped and she had fallen. She tried to collect herself; wondering
what great hand had plucked her from her bed and set her down out
of doors under the full moon. She remembered nothing, but she knew
that in her sleep she had walked farther from her father’s house
than she had ever walked alone. Excited by the thrill of adventure
and the taste of freedom, she brushed herself off and continued on
through the granite gateway, across the stile, through the thicket
to the millpond which ran to deep pools swimming with trout now
hidden under the dark water.

At last she stood on an ancient stone bridge
looking up at the Beacon, smooth and round as a loaf of risen
dough. “O night! I am moonblind!” she called, her small voice
echoing down the cleave. The moon will light my way to the top, she
thought, remembering the old story about the Nine Maidens, the ring
of stones she would find there.

Mary hurried off, surprised at how strong
she felt climbing the steep hill. Slipping quickly through the
openness of the grassy expanse she found a gate in the stone wall
built long ago to keep sheep out of the village. Mary opened the
gate, then turned to look back across the cleave. Bliss House clung
to the hillside, shining white in the moonlight like something from
a dream. For the rest of her life she would remember this scene.
Mary trembled, knowing that Bliss House had been taken from
them.

The Beacon rose above her, a blue arc under
a perfectly round white disc of moon. Feeling its pull, she slowly
began her ascent taking each step carefully, wanting to remember
every moment just as it came: to savor the prickle of grass on the
soles of her bare feet, the sight of the sky opening up above her,
the gentle breath of wind that filled her shift, prickling her all
over with goose bumps. She traversed the hill in what seemed like a
moment, but at the top she looked back amazed to see how high she
had climbed. Looking ahead, she saw the gradual slope ending at the
ragged edge of the ancient hill fort.

Again Mary thought about the story of the
Nine Maidens and began her search for the ring of stones. She
remembered her nurse’s words: “But it is true that, even today,
under the harvest moon, the stones up on the common come to life,
and the Maidens dance once more.ʺ

Here there were no trees, nothing to obscure
her view except for waist‐ high clumps of wildflowers and gorse,
casting weird bent shadows over the grassy hill. Mary looked out to
the valley below, an endless range of rolling hills and meadows,
blue on blue under the night sky. Never before was there a night
like this, she thought. With the moon at her back she could see


 


 


millions of stars hanging close enough to
pick like the cherries her mother let her harvest in June. No birds
called, no breeze blew.

“What a sound is silence,” she said aloud,
her voice as alien as the little whirlwind that suddenly spun
around her. She wanted to think about what it all meant, that quiet
bottomless song sung under the stars. Was it the sound of God’s
dreaming? The stars blinked overhead like shimmering white sheep
grazing on a heavenly meadow. She spun around herself, and the moon
reeled in the sky, making her shiver as a cold wind whistled and
whined through stiff twigs of gorse like whispers, like women
beside their winter fires, not sure if the night played tricks with
her wits. As fast as it had come, the wind died away, then moments
later it came again with a new fury.

My bed is warm, she thought. How vexed
Mother would be if she knew I was here. What’s more, even in all
this light I cannot see the ring of stones. Nurse must have made up
the story. Maybe it’s a lie. Mary turned away, retracing her steps
back over the hill. She disliked the feel of the wind as it came
and went, like a giant bellows huffing and puffing. Nor did she
like the sound it made whistling, whispering.

She ran across the common, emerging
breathless from behind a large clump of gorse to find herself at
the edge of a wide open circle, smooth and bare like a little
plain. In its center rose a perfect ring of stones of varying
heights, most knee high, others low, smooth and round, but three
were tall as grown women standing like ruined pillars washed in
moonlight.

She did not move, nor could she breathe as
she counted the stones. There were nine, just as in the story her
nurse had told. How I wish they would come to life, Mary thought,
chilled as the wind came up again. Dare I go nearer? Then, on the
wind came the sound of women praying, and the three tall stones
slowly began to move. Mary ducked behind a clump of gorse,
remembering the evil priest in the story. He had hidden and watched
the maidens dance under the moon. He had been a sanctimonious
rogue, overcome with jealousy.

“Faster and faster they twirled,” Nurse
Bodwin had said, “laughing, singing unto the harvest moon because,
come winter, they would not hunger. But the priest was blind and
saw nothing sacred—only wanton abandon and a joy he could not feel.
In an instant, his heart overflowed with malice and hardened to
stone. His soul cried out, ‘Plague of God rot them!’ In an instant
the moon passed from view and the wind began to wail. Afeard of all
that he had wrought, the priest ran away, his curse having turned
the maidens to stone.”

Mary watched as the maidens bowed toward the
middle, then, moving to the center, they took each other’s hands
and began to sing and dance the


 


 


ring. Their voices came low at first, clear,
sweet as maidens’ voices, but their dance was sad and slow, not
wild and joyous like the harvest dance the priest had cursed. These
maidens’ clothes were not spun of silver satin, but of coarse
cloth, dark like the hooded cloaks of winter. Their skirts swept
the ground as they danced, yet Mary could not see their faces, for
the hoods were drawn close about their heads as the song came and
went on the breeze. She crept nearer, close enough to hear.

The sun, the soul The moon, the spirit The
body, the stone.

 


Man is blind. He cannot see the river that
springs from the foot of the tree.

 


The song was repeated again as they danced
round the ring. When the dance ended the maidens bowed to one
another, removing their hoods in unison as if this simple act had
meaning, as if they had bared their heads to one another for
hundreds of years in rituals hidden from the sight of men. Mary
moved closer. Moonlight struck the dancers’ faces, and she could
see that each had a head of long, snowy‐white hair, undone and
loosed wild in the wind. Each had a face engraved by the ages,
sunken mouths, faded eyes.

Mary pulled back into the shadows, then
turned and ran toward home. The maidens had passed from the world,
she thought. None were left to give thanks under the harvest moon,
only darkly cloaked old crones who kept the rituals their
great‐grandmother’s grandmother had taught them.


 


 


 


II

 


...if any come hither to plant for worldly
ends that can live well at home, he commits an error, of which he
will soon repent. But if (he comes) for spiritual reasons...he may
well find here what will content him…

 


—Thomas Dudley
(1576–1653)

 


Boston, Massachusetts Bay
Colony

 


 


FROM THE TOP of the fort on the southernmost
hill, Thomas Bliss looked out over Boston to the harbor where they
had disembarked at last from the ship Regard after a long
sea voyage. Below him sprawled a bustling new town with winding
cobblestone streets. Bound on two sides by water, a small bay to
the south, and a river to the north, Boston was being built on
several hills. At the top of a hill to the north, he could see the
windmill tilting the breeze. He squinted through the chill air,
hoping to count the islands floating in the bay, well‐forested
islands where men cut timber for lumber and firewood.

Land was already scarce, yet every day more
pilgrims came. For his taste, Boston was overcrowded, becoming a
center for government, shipping, and trade. He had only been able
to find five acres at Boston Mount. Furthermore, few meadows were
left for grazing, and the forests had already been cleared. He
wondered how long it would be before those islands, too, were
stripped bare of trees.

Disheartened, Thomas climbed down from the
tower. He had gone there to think—away from the sight of his
pregnant wife and disappointed children, huddled together beside
the fire burning in his poor house. He mumbled to himself,
despising himself, wishing he had never set eyes on Boston.
“Because of me and my foolish dream, they dwell no better than poor
country folk.”

He shivered from the cold as he picked his
way over frozen ruts in the muddy roadway. It was time to think of
spring. How—what—would he plant? What little barley seed he had was
the wrong kind. Fearing he could


 


 


not survive another season here, he hunched
his back and pulled his cloak tight against the cold. Thomas was a
sheep farmer and weaver, like generations of Blisses before him who
had raised wool and mutton in Painswick Parish.

He could not stop berating himself. What a
fool I was to think I could make a profit raising barley, the only
crop worth growing on so small a plot of land. My fields have grown
lush with grasses and tares. The irony evoked bitter laughter, for
Thomas was alone on the road with no one to hear. I have no choice.
My nest‐egg is nearly gone. I must write to my sister Elizabeth at
Exeter. She will send funds. We must go to Connecticut. There was
no other help, for both his brother Jonathan and his father had
gone to their graves.

 


SENT AWAY FROM the warm house to collect
kindling for the fire, Mary and her brother Lawrence scattered over
the yard toward the edge of the woodlot, picking up sticks and
small dead branches blown down from the trees. Her hunger pangs
nearly constant, the child was glad of only one thing—on such
populous land folks were not troubled with rattlesnakes, wolves, or
bears. And as for Indians, she had seen very few. Her arms nearly
full of kindling, Mary stood by as her little brother hurried
along, stumbling over the frozen ground, trying to keep up with
her.

“Take bigger steps, brother, for everything
in this land is great in size.

The natives are taller and broader than
Englishmen.” “Nay, I say they are not.”

“Aye, ’tis true, and so are the trees. I
never saw trees so tall in England.”

Lawrence looked ready for an argument.
“Houses in England are greater than here.”

They were almost at their father’s one‐room
house set in a bare muddy yard when Mary answered. “Aye, ’tis
certain, that, for in England poor folks live in houses like
this.”

She threw her kindling in a pile by the
door. “At home we had great rooms filled with fine things. This
little house is crowded, though we brought very little—just the
great bedstead—little else. We have more children than
anything.”

Her brother’s brown eyes were wide with
concern. “Are we poor, Mary?”

“Nay,” Mary said, for she believed that
though they lived crowded into one small room, miserable and
homesick, their condition was temporary. “We are not poor. When we
move to Connecticut Father will build us a fine house, and he will
make a great fortune.”


 


 


From the door of the small hut Margaret
called to her children. “Mary! Time to do the milking.” With five
children and another on the way, she needed all the help she could
get from her eldest daughter.

At Bliss House, where they’d had half a
dozen cows, Mary had watched her aunt milk, but no one had thought
to teach her. It was different in the New World. Soon after they
settled at Boston Mount, Margaret had taught Mary how to milk
Cherry, the family’s young Devon, so that afterward, morning and
evening, in rain, snow, sleet, or fog the girl went to Cherry who
waited in her lean‐to, eager to be relieved of her milk. Now every
morning at dawn she rolled off the straw pallet where she slept
with Hannah and tucked the covers up over her little sister,
careful not to wake her. Half asleep, she squatted over the chamber
pot and relieved herself, then pulled on her stockings and several
petticoats over her shift—how many depended upon the weather. Then
came her yellow waistcoat and a white apron. Still yawning, she
carelessly gathered her tangled red curls under a coif and put on
her boots and tied them. At home I was never forced to go out in
the cold, she thought, as she pulled her cloak around her to hurry
through the snow to the cowshed.

After Mary had squeezed every last drop she
could from the docile cow, she still had her part of the dairying
to do. As her brothers rolled up their straw pallets and stacked
them in the corner, Mary strained the milk through a fine linen
cloth into the earthenware vessel she had washed, scalded, and left
to sweeten outdoors in the sun. She covered it with an oiled cloth
and tied it with twine.

Margaret commended her daughter. “Now that
you are skilled at milking and most of the dairying, when we get to
Connecticut I shall teach you how to plant and tend a garden.”

How miserable it is here, Mary thought to
herself as she carried the milk to the cool dark chest her father
had built on the north side of the house, where it could be stored
up to four days. Mary was still too young to churn butter or make
cheese, so that when Margaret had time, she either did it herself
or did without. All the same, she made young Mary watch and learn;
preparing her for the day when she would have a woman’s
strength.

 


ON THE FIRST night after the new baby was
born, everyone slept but Mary. Margaret lay cupped in the curve of
her husband’s body with the babe snuggled near her breasts. All
three of her sons, worn out by hard work on meager victuals, slept
nearby on the floor. But Mary was awake, watching embers from the
fire glow in the dark. Her sister Hannah nestled against her back.
She was unable to calm herself after the day’s excitement—seeing
the baby come.


 


 


Though she hadn’t been allowed to watch, she
was often close by, for she had been asked to help the four
goodwives who assisted throughout Margaret’s travail. She was given
small tasks, finding the baby linens in the old chest, laying them
by the fire to warm, serving cider to the women who had come for
the birth. She’d seen lambs born, and kittens, but never a child,
and was glad she had closed her eyes at the actual crowning of the
head.

Her mother’s pain had been a sore thing to
see, and afterward when Mary was in tears Margaret had taken her by
the hand to reassure her.

“Mary, my child, ’tis but a little pain
given for a profound blessing from God. Go now, and hold your
little brother, know this blessing for yourself.”

Mary had lifted the infant into her arms,
feeling his warm weight against her chest. On shaking legs she had
carried him to the chair by the fire, where she rocked him and
calmed his tears. She knew how to hold him, to support his head,
how to keep him warm. She watched his lips quiver around his
toothless mouth. I remember when I was a babe in my mother’s arms,
she had mused. She was sure of it. Her heart replete with
love, she asked, “May I name him, Mother? We don’t have a
John.”

“’Tis your father’s place to name the child,
Mary, but you may ask him. I like well enough the name John.”

Mary had worked hard all day and was still
hungry. Though she was tired and wanted to sleep, her excitement
kept her awake. Her father had let her name the baby. And something
else was keeping her wakeful, too. She did not want to know for
certain if the warm dampness spreading under and around her meant
that Hannah had wet the bed, though it would not be the first
time.

 


FAR NORTH OF Boston, in the mists of a
boreal forest, a sweet‐water spring seeped from the hills into a
bog of floating mosses. The first rays of morning sun spilled over
the quagmire, lighting a small lake where great antlered moose
grazed on the buds of pond lilies. On the murky shore, blackbirds
swayed on tall reeds, and insect‐devouring plants waited
open‐mouthed for their prey. Overflow from the lake made a stream
head downhill toward a pond where a V spread on the glassy water in
a beaver’s wake, and a gray owl headed to his rest. When winter and
spring had come and gone, the snow melted. The stream gathered and
tumbled downhill until it grew into a river. Flowing south through
more lakes, it collected and expanded into the wide
Quinnehtukgut—“long tidal river” to the Algonquians. More than four
hundred miles the river snaked, finally reaching the fertile valley
and forested homeland of Nipmucks, Pequots, Mohegans, and Niantics.
Through their lands, the river surged toward Saybrook, Long Island
Sound, and the ocean.


 


 


Having put their trust in God, a hundred
somberly‐clad men, women, and children headed into this wilderness
on an ancient Indian trail. Carrying no food, they drove 160 head
of cattle west through the forest toward the Connecticut River. The
milk from their cows and the daily hunt would sustain them. They
had come from the Massachusetts Bay Colony, followers of a minister
Mister Thomas Hooker, who walked among them singing psalms. His
presence comforted these wary people. The forest was a shadowy
unexplored territory where wild animals and savages abounded.

But the Saints drew reassurance from
Hooker’s confidence that the journey was safe enough for his own
family. While most wives walked, infirm Susanna Hooker rode in a
horse litter. The Hookers’ children were among the travelers, four
daughters and a three‐year‐old son. On this long walk, which would
take at least a fortnight, these sojourners would never be
overwhelmed by fear, for they believed God walked with them.

Thomas Hooker was in his late middle years,
a commanding presence in his dark beaver hat and cloak, his white
ruffed collar signaling that he was of a higher class than most of
his followers. His eyes were a gentle blue, and he wore a handsome
moustache and short‐cropped beard salted with white hairs. His was
a profoundly intelligent, compassionate face unblemished by evil.
Responsible for all the people in his care, Hooker understood the
risk and believed their travels worth it. They would all find
greater freedom on the Connecticut River than in the Bay
Colony.

 


Hooker’s unfailing energy had surprised even
himself. His little band had been walking now for twelve days, and
though he was not a young man, he felt like a youth moving among
his people, encouraging them forward, his eyes alert as an eagle’s.
His heart beat fast, not from overexertion but in anticipation for
the adventure at hand. These last years had not been easy for the
preacher. He’d had to part company with his friends John Winthrop
and John Cotton after sailing with them to the New World in 1633.
He’d lost the battle with his fellow divine John Cotton, who wanted
to found a colony where suffrage would be allowed only for men in
good standing in the church. Hooker had argued that every
land‐owning man should be allowed to vote, whether or not he
covenanted with the church. His own experience in England had
taught him that blending of church and state led to oppression.

The minister’s mind burned with a passion
for the new colony he and his followers would create, a colony most
like God’s kingdom on earth. As they built a plantation
religious—not a plantation of trade like Boston—they would live in
love and peace with their neighbors and become an example of true
reformation for all of Europe to see.


 


 


 


Thomas Bliss and his wife Margaret, who
carried his sleeping infant son, were among these pilgrims heading
into the unknown. Their sons Tom, Nathaniel, and Lawrence, and
daughters Mary and Hannah walked beside them. Thomas had grown used
to upheaval, yet with every change, every new disappointment, he
heard his wife sigh and saw her wring her hands as she struggled to
keep her thoughts from becoming hot coals in her mouth.

“Where will you move us next, Thomas? I pray
to the God of all good that you shall live in Connecticut in peace
with yourself.”

He watched helplessly as Margaret toiled
along the narrow trail like a hen trying to keep her brood in hand.
The strain of their long sea voyage followed by disastrous failure
in Boston had caused the whole family pain. Yet optimistic still,
Thomas believed that the frontier would provide them with plenty of
good land and a new beginning. He felt blessed to follow Mister
Hooker, the most famous English preacher to come to New England.
Back in Painswick they had lived a good three‐day ride from
Chelmsford, where Hooker had preached, but even in the hinterlands
they had heard of him. His Separatist preaching had electrified the
English countryside, winning converts by the thousands. Thomas
Bliss had followed the news of his trials with Archbishop Laud, who
would not let Hooker rest. Thomas knew of Hooker’s near‐arrests,
his months in hiding, his escape to Holland. A copy of Hooker’s
book The Poor Doubting Christian Drawn unto Christ was
tucked in amongst his own things.

 


Late in the day, three‐year‐old Hannah, cold
and tired of walking, insisted that someone carry her. Tom, Nat,
and Lawrence were already carrying heavy burdens, and Margaret had
the baby to look after.

“Mary, you carry her a while,” her mother
said.

Mary was glad they’d left Boston Mount, and
with a joyful heart she had helped her parents to pack for their
long trek west. Handing her own bundle to her brother Tom, she
lifted the child into her arms, knowing that she would not be able
to carry her very far. Little Hannah rested her head on her big
sister’s shoulder and snuggled into her neck.

“Listen well, Hannah,” Mary whispered, “you
must do your part. We are walking to a new land where Father will
build a house like the one we had at home—nay, even grander. There
we will live in exceeding joy. You do want to get there soon—I know
you do.”

“Aye,” Hannah whimpered, “but the way is
rough, and I am small.” “Even small children can be brave if they
truly want.” Mary kissed the

little girl’s cheek. “Now, I shall carry you
for two long minutes, and then I


 


 


shall put you down. So rest yourself while
you can, then walk beside me. I shall hold your hand.”

Hannah’s small body went limp as Mary hummed
a lullaby, wondering where she got her strength. Dusk was
approaching, and they had been on the stony, root‐tangled trail
since early morning. Mary’s head filled with visions of the new
land as her heart swelled with love for the sweet bundle she
carried. She walked on, unaware that she had fallen behind.

As the sun fell behind the hills a tall
figure appeared at Mary’s side, and she heard a deep voice. “Let me
carry your sister.” She looked up at the man towering beside her.
Gently, he took the sleeping child from her arms and settled her on
his chest. On his head he wore a dark beaver hat, and under its
brim his clear blue eyes smiled down on her.

“Mister Hooker, I do thank you. You must
have known I was growing tired.” As he nodded, she took his hand
and picked up her pace, keeping stride with the great man.

“Soon you shall rest,” he said. “All of us,
too. The forward men have found a suitable campsite.”

 


Night came to the forest, and the company of
pilgrims settled down beside a stream. They built a dozen fires for
protection from wild animals and assigned watchers to tend them
through the night. Men took turns sleeping and watching over the
cattle and the camp. Half a moon was barely visible through the
trees, and when all human voices finally fell quiet, the only
sounds were those heard since the beginning of time: the flutter of
wind rustling the canopy, the trickle of water over the streambed,
the crunch of deer hooves in the leaf litter, the bone‐chilling
howl of wolves.

All the children were asleep, but Margaret
lay awake listening to the sounds of the night. Even with her
husband’s arms around her she could find no comfort. A stone dug
into her hip, a twig stabbed her shoulder. Already weary of the New
World, she gave thanks nevertheless that their small party would
not be alone on the frontier. In 1633 the English had settled
Windsor along the great river. The same year, the Dutch had built a
fur‐trading post at the junction of the Connecticut and Little
rivers, and in 1634 more English had settled Wethersfield.

Just the year before, men from Hooker’s
congregation had ventured ahead of the rest to make the beginnings
of a town across the river from the Dutch fort. Margaret would not
allow herself to consider the fact that these few Englishmen—hardly
a handful—would share the territory with thousands of Pequots and
Mohegans.


 


 


THOUGH MOST OF the people and livestock came
to the frontier on foot, most everyone’s household belongings,
including Thomas Bliss’s bedstead and loom, came by ship. Those who
arrived first had built small one‐room log houses with thatched
roofs. Of those who came later, some had used bent saplings to
build English wigwams around a stone fireplace, covered in bark and
walled with reeds. Margaret Bliss had already told her children
that the house their father was building was a temporary shelter.
It would keep them warm during their first winter on the frontier,
so they had best not grumble about how it looked or how small it
was, only thank the Lord that they would not freeze to death come
winter.

“Your father will build a real house when
spring comes,” she reassured Mary, “like the ones you see in the
village—or bigger.” Inwardly, she felt sorry for her children.
Outwardly, she had to show strength and expected them to do the
same.

“But ’tis no more than a fruit cellar!” Mary
complained, as she watched her father and brothers hoist seven‐foot
logs into position. They had already excavated one side of a little
hill and were bracing what would be the back wall of the house.

“Next year’s cellar, Mary. But first it will
be our home. Come winter you’ll be warmer than you’d be in a tent
or one of those foolish wigwams. Now, get yourself down to Little
River and fetch me some water.”

“I hate it! How can you ask me to sleep in a
hole?” Mary jerked the yoke and two leather buckets off the ground,
throwing them over her shoulders, and stomped barefoot down the
road toward the river. Witness to her daughter’s fierce anger,
Margaret knew it was directed at her. She wants me to feel sorry
for her—and I do. The poor child is hungry and disappointed.
Indeed, are we not all so?

 


Mary headed down the road cursing her life.
“Like moles in a dirty hole, we shall dwell—no windows—only a
fire‐pit with a hole in the roof.”

The three years since their arrival in the
New World had been unspeakably hard, but her father had promised
they would do better at Hartford. He was full of hope again and
ready to joke about the whole experience.

“God created the earth in seven days, but it
took me sixteen days to move one man, one woman, four sons, two
daughters, one sow, one cow, and four sheep to Hartford.ʺ

Mary had to put her trust in her father—the
one she loved most. Other fathers beat their children, but Thomas
was kind and patient. He disciplined with gentle reprimands or long
speeches, liberally sprinkled with passages


 


 


from the Bible, meant to teach his children
and put them on the narrow path. Mary had overheard her mother say
that his soft heart would ruin every one of his children.

Across the road, she saw the Bartletts’
house and beyond it the Richards’, everything closed in by dense
woodland. She longed for the open windswept fields and green hills
of Painswick, where the sky was wide and open. Past the Richards’,
the cart‐way cut through the forest. Shivering, she walked faster,
imagining Indians hiding in the underbrush. She’d heard how a brave
would tie branches on his body so that folks would mistake him for
a bush, how they lay in wait for children, how they stole away
English women and made them slaves. Yet only a few of these great
swarthy men had ever crossed her path.

The English called the Indians around
Hartford the Podunk people. They spoke an Algonquian dialect and
for the most part stayed to themselves, only occasionally venturing
down English cart‐ways or into the village. But Mary had got a good
look at natives on the streets of Boston. She’d never seen such
tall men with straight backs and even darker skins than the
Spaniard her father had pointed out. Unlike Englishmen, whose heads
were blond or red, brown or black, with eyes of various colors, all
natives had black hair and black eyes, high foreheads, and
well‐oiled skins glistening with the fat of bears. She wondered
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