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This morning we set out and traveled about eleven miles. We had
something rough Traveling to-day. We quickly left the small Stream
we lodged by at our right hand to the East of us, and, traveling in a
few Miles over some small Hills and Ledges, came to a Stream
running from East to West, about two or three Rods in Width, and
about two Feet deep. We crossed it, our general course being North.
We traveled about two or three Miles farther and came to a Stream
running from South-West to North-East, about six Rods in Width,
which we crossed. And this Stream (which we supposed to be Wood
Creek), according to the best of my Remembrance, and according to
the short Minute that I made of this day’s Travel, we left at our right
Hand to the East of us; but Sergeant Hawks thinks I am mistaken, and
that we crossed it again, and left it at the left hand, West of us. I won’t
be certain, but I cannot persuade myself that I am mistaken.'

It is, 1 believe, obvious from the excerpt above, that an initial

reading of a published New England captivity narrative by those uniniti-
ated to the literary norms of the eighteenth century may prove to be an
arduous task indeed — the spelling is archaic and unstandardized, the
language turgid and often awkward. The narratives are not, as they have
been described, “exciting adventure stories.”” Instead, the descriptions

seem unexciting, tiresome and lacking in drama.
The challenge of these documents then initially becomes: how do we
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understand these narratives which obviously reflect a mentality far
different from our own? The starting point, I believe, is precisely those
features that appear so tiresome and even unfathomable to the twentieth-
century reader: these are the “jumping off points” into the eighteenth
century, for it is the exact qualities that are so incomprehensible that
actually reflect a distant mentality.

One way of approaching these narratives is to imagine how these
documents were read by people in the mid-eighteenth century. The act of
reading in eighteenth-century colonial America was not similar to that of
the twenty-first century. Reading was an “intensive” activity and the
printed text, because it was scarce, was venerated. Texts were read and
reread over and over again, slowly, each word carefully pronounced and
listened to, each word possessing a life and meaning of its own.* When we
begin to comprehend the intensive nature of this type of reading, we can
begin to understand the world of those who wrote and consumed captivity
narratives. The turgid prose and the undramatic nature of the narratives
reflected not only the slower manner of speech, but also the slower manner
of reading and listening. Viewed within this context, the published
captivity narratives come alive, mirroring not only the writers, but also the
readers — they become a window onto the mentality of the eighteenth-
century New Englanders who wrote, read and listened to them.’

The above discussion of mentality becomes pertinent as this
discussion turns to the exploration of New England religious mentality.
Any examination of mentality in the eighteenth century cannot overlook
the importance of religion, for religion formed the very core of many
peoples’ existence; it shaped their thoughts, their dialogue, and their
interpretation of the reality surrounding and confronting them. Colonial
New England was no exception to this. Religious dissent had been
responsible for the establishment of the original Puritan colony in the New
World in the seventeenth century and, throughout that century, it shaped
many controversies.® As the colony grew in the eighteenth century,
religion played no less an important role. According to Harry Stout, if one
judges seventeenth- and eighteenth-century New England in terms of
regular church life, there was not a decline in religion as the colony grew
in numbers. Rather, his study of unpublished sermons underlines the
importance of religion in general, and specifically sermons, in shaping
“cultural values, meanings and a sense of corporate purpose.”’

A significant and fascinating segment of colonial American
historiography has expressed an interest in this issue of religion and has,
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in particular, focused upon the phenomenon of millenarianism in early
New England thought. Briefly, millenarianism has been defined as a
viewpoint that believed that human history was divinely ordained and
would culminate in a period of heavenly perfection.® This concern has
produced a prolific debate, and the many historians engaged in it have
added enormously to our knowledge of the eschatological implications of
cighteenth-century New England mentality.” This historiography,
however, has generally been interested in millenarianism in terms of its
influence upon the development of American revolutionary thought.'® This
discussion does not attempt to engage in this controversy, as the topic of
the American Revolution is beyond its scope. Nevertheless, it does
recognize the importance of what will be termed a “Providential”"
tradition in colonial New England that has two dimensions. The first, the
millennial or total Providential view, explained events within the Biblical
tradition of covenant, sin, punishment and redemption. Often included
within this belief was the perception of the chronic warfare that marked
the seventeenth- and eighteenth-centuries between the British colonies and
their French Catholic enemy as a millennial struggle against the Papal anti-
Christ."? The second dimension involved a more simple faith in God’s
underlying and often benevolent influence in individual human lives.

The following essay will examine the published -captivity
narratives'> of two individuals, Nehemiah How and the Reverend Mr. John
Norton. Both narratives were written in the 1740s during the War of the
Austrian Succession between the British and the French, a war which
would culminate ultimately in the defeat of the French in 1763 and the
concomitant establishment of British hegemony in North America. The
discussion will focus first upon the commercial aspects of the total
Providential view within these documents and then move to an analysis of
the individual religious mentality of these captives.'

Total Providentialism

It is perhaps easy for the reader of captivity narratives to become
mesmerized by the narratives as individual testimonials or adventure
tales'” or, as in this case, rich historical primary sources.'® Yet, one should
also not lose sight of the physical existence of these stories, for they were
concrete realities within the colonial American publishing industry. These
accounts were chosen for publication by printers working within an
industry notoriously strapped for cash, who must have been aware of their
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Figure 1: Title page from Narrative of Nehemiah How (Boston: Printed and
sold opposite to the prison in Queen St., 1748)
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audience and therefore must have chosen and structured the material they
published with its market value in mind."’

One aspect of the narratives that the printers undoubtedly shaped for
their readers was the format and content of the title pages,'® which, at least
throughout the 1740s and 1750s, bore a resemblance to one another (see
Figures 1 and 2). This page generally included a title, a brief description
of the contents of the narrative itself, place of publication, printer, location
of the printer and date. In addition, the most interesting feature of these
title pages from the point of view of this discussion are the Biblical quotes
which normally appeared on the title pages of most narratives published
throughout this period. Placed about three-quarters down the page, they
were set off from the rest of the title page by rules above and below the
quotes. It is, I believe, by examining these Biblical quotes that we can
clearly grasp the printers’ concept of what appealed to the readers of these
narratives.

On the title pages of the narratives of Nehemiah How and the
Reverend Mr. John Norton, the Biblical quotes are laments from the Old
Testament: the title page of How’s narrative included, in part, a passage
from Psalm 137:1 which read, “by the rivers of Babylon, there we sat
down .. .,” while the Norton title page contained a passage from Jeremiah
50:33, “The children of Israel and the children of Judah were oppressed
together and all that took them captives held them fast, they refused to let
them go.” These passages allude, in particular, to the Babylonian captivity
(587 B.C.) and the exile of the Israelites from Jerusalem. The Babylonian
captivity, perceived as a punishment meted out by God for the sin of
breaking the covenant, is viewed by the Jewish people as one of the most
important events in their history, second only to their captivity in Egypt.
The Biblical quotes on these particular title pages do not refer specifically
to the themes of covenant or sin, punishment or redemption, integral
aspects of this particular viewpoint. In How’s case, his captivity was an
occasion of great sorrow: “How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange
land?” (Psalm 137: 4), while in the instance of Norton, it was “because of
affliction” (Lamentations 1:3). However, the context of these quotes would
not be lost to readers of the day who undoubtedly knew from their
historical tradition and Biblical training, as well as the many sermons they
listened to, that just as God had punished the Israelites for their sins, He
would redeem the children of His covenant in a better world."

Imbedded on the title page, either directly or indirectly, was the
complete Providential framework for viewing not only the captivities but
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also the war itself — covenant, sin, punishment and redemption — fashioned
by printers for an audience they must have been sure would have
understood. This Providential context must have been, in the printers’
eyes, one of the selling features of the narratives, and by placing the
Biblical quotes on this title page, they not only set them in the context and
language their audience would have understood, but also created a
structure for reading these tales. However, central question remains: How
far did the individual captives like How and Norton view their experiences
of the war within the total Providential context alluded to so prominently
on the title pages of their respective narratives?

The Narrative of Nehemiah How

Nehemiah How’s captivity narrative was written after he was taken
captive by the Abenakis, native allies of the French, on 11 October 1745
when “he went out from the fort about 50 rods to cut wood.” It describes
his journey as an Abenakis prisoner from Great Meadow Fort (Fort
Massachusetts) to Fort St. Frédéric, down Lake Champlain to Fort
Chambly and then to Québec. How also describes the time he spent in the
Québec prison where he succumbed to a virulent epidemic and died on 25
May 1747 at the age of fifty-five. Although the narrative is primary
descriptive, it contains enough references to devotional matters to develop
a sense of this man’s religious mentality.”

Nehemiah How was, undeniably, a deeply religious man, a “good
pious gentleman,” another captive said of him, and “a Christian from his
youth.” How was also a man of prayer. This is evident from the outset of
his captivity, when he was being chased by “12 or 13 Indians with red
painted heads,” he “cry’d out to God for help and ran and hollow’d” as he
ran; he then committed his case to God when the Abenakis “led me into
a swamp and pinion’d me.”*!

How’s religiosity was expressed outwardly through prayer. At
times, as the above examples illustrate, his prayer was unreflective and
immediate, a lifeline to hold onto, a resource to aid him in moments of
distress. Yet, he was not simply a man who only petitioned God in times
of dire need. Prayer was also an integral part of his life, and while he did
not practice it regularly on route to Québec, it became something he
performed both daily and devoutly within the confines of the Quebec
prison. Here, other prisoners, perhaps recognizing the pious nature of this
man, “desir’d me to lead them in carrying on morning and evening
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devotion.” It became custom, he wrote rather proudly that “our constant
practice was to read a chapter in the Bible and sing part of a Psalm, and to
pray, night and morning.”*

But then again, How’s prayer was also more than a mere daily
formality — it was also a source of profound solace and a reflection of his
deep spirituality. In prison, for example, he learned that the French had
taken one hundred prisoners in the area of Great Meadow Fort, where his
family and friends lived. This news was an occasion of great sorrow for
this captive. The news “put me upon earnest prayer to God,” not to save
the fort, his family and friends, but for the greater gift, to enable him “to
submit his will,” that is, God’s design. This particular prayer had a healing
effect upon him; after reciting it, he wrote that he was “easy” in his mind,
presumably free from the anxiety and sorrow that the news had evoked.”

Obviously How was a deeply religious individual, a man for whom
prayer was an integral facet of his life. But who was this God to whom
How prayed so dutifully and fervently? Was this the God described in the
title page of his narrative, the God of Providence who had a covenant with
his people, punished them for their sins and ultimately redeemed them to
a promised land? And was this war within which he was embroiled as a
captive a millennial struggle against a French papal anti-Christ, destined
to culminate in a new promised age?

How’s God was, in part, the Providential God who intervenes in
human affairs. He was a God whose will it was “to deliver me into the
hands of these cruel men” (the Abenakis), and who turned these enemies
into friends: his God saw to it that he “found favour in the their [the
Abenakis] eyes,” for they were generally “kind to me while I was with
‘em.” His God rescued his friends, Jonathan Thayer, Samuel Nutting and
his own son, Caleb How, from pursuing Indians; granted him strength to
climb mountains on the way from Great Meadow Fort to Fort St. Frédéric;
turned his weakness into strength for a time in prison; preserved his family
from French attacks; and was responsible for the gentlemen and ladies
who visited him in prison who “shew’d us great kindness in giving us
money and other things.”**

How rarely hesitates to shower praise upon this beneficent God who
was responsible for the many favours both he and other captives either
asked for or received: “Blessed be God therefore,” he wrote in prison, “for
I desire to ascribe all the favours I have been the partaker of ever since my
captivity, to the abundant grace and goodness of a bountiful God, as the
first cause.”” Yet, for him, was this beneficent God also accountable for
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the many misfortunes that occurred throughout his captivity?

At the beginning of his narrative, How admits that his captivity is
God’s will: “I then committed my case to God,” he wrote when he was
captured, “and pray’d that since it was His will to deliver me into the
hands of these cruel men, I might find favour in their eyes.” Nevertheless,
he never alludes to the disturbing possibility that the Lord may be
punishing him or others for their sins. In fact, he never reflects upon the
many misfortunes he recorded. God’s “gracious goodness” eased his
sufferings, protected his friends and his family, and turned enemies into
friends. And yet he leaves blatant tragedies totally unexplained. For
example, David Rugg, a man from How’s fort, was immediately killed by
the natives. Rugg was scalped, and his scalp was painted red, with the
“likeness of eyes and mouth on it.” The natives then stuck the painted
scalp on a pole on their canoe and traveled to Fort St Frédéric. Here, the
natives left How “in a storm without shelter or a blanket.” Again at Fort
Chambly, natives struck him on the cheek with stones, and this “made the
blood run plentifully,” after which they forced him to dance and to sing.
Moreover, his prison experience describes a litany of captives streaming
in with news of successive French victories and English defeats, and
numerous accounts of “deaths among us daily” from the plague. Had God
visited these misfortunes upon his children as a punishment for their sins
— How himself, David Rugg, the inmates of the prison, his fellow
countrymen — as the context of Psalm 137 on the title page of the narrative
would have led the reader to expect? If How believed for even one
moment that these adversities were a punishment from God visited upon
a sinful people, he remains totally silent in this regard.?

And what about redemption to the promised land, also an integral
facet of the Providential message? Indeed, How never questions the larger
meaning of his captivity or the war itself. He neither mentions the greater
upheaval as a millennial struggle against the papal anti-Christ, nor does he
blame the French for his misfortunes. How celebrates God’s goodness as
an unquestioned source of comfort, a real presence working within his life.
But he remains curiously silent about the punishing and redemptive
dimensions of the Creator.

It is left to the author of the epitaph, the “unknown hand” at the end
of the narrative to endow How’s tale with the redemptive meaning, so
glaringly absent in the narrative itself:

His death is a great loss to his friends, but I believe a gain to himself;
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and that he is gone from a captivity of sorrow on earth to join in songs
of everlasting joy among the ransom’d of the Lord in the heavenly
Zion.”

The Narrative of the Reverend John Norton

The narrative of the Reverend John Norton reflects a similar pattern.
Written by Norton, who was thirty years old at the time of his captivity,
the document is primarily descriptive. It discusses the defense, military
struggle and surrender of Fort Massachusetts (1746), Norton’s captivity in
the hands of the French, and his long and often arduous journey from Fort
Massachusetts to Québec where he was released on 25 July 1747 from
prison. Yet, like How’s tale, the document also contains enough devotional
references to illuminate the nature of his religious point of view.?®

Although a man of the cloth, the reverend was also a man of this
world. He was, first of all, a candid man, as well as a man of action: he
freely spoke his mind after the surrender of Fort Massachusetts and
opposed the transfer of French prisoners to the natives; he attempted to
negotiate with the French for the release of English captives from the
hands of the Indians; and he comforted other captives on their march from
Fort Massachusetts to Fort St. Frédéric, reminding them along the way that
“God would strengthen them.” Norton was also in close touch with the
secular world of events, and he displayed a great interest in them — he
recorded in detail the latest news of the war and political developments the
French passed on to him. And he rarely let an opportunity slip by without
this debating this information. On at least two occasions, he engaged in
heated political debates with Lt. de Muy, the French officer who was in
charge of him. The reverend also enjoyed the physical comforts of this
world, and he filled his journal with descriptions of the “kind” treatment
that the French bestowed upon him, including evenings of drinking fine
wines and eating sumptuous meals.”’

Norton was also a devout man, a man who executed his religious
duties sincerely and promptly. Before the surrender of Fort Massachusetts,
for example, presumably in front of the defeated who were assembled
together, Norton prayed “unto God for wisdom and direction”; he
performed religious services at Fort St. Frédéric where “they had the
liberty of worshipping God together in a room”; and according to How, on
at least one occasion in prison “preach’d two discourses from Psalm 60:11
Give us help from trouble for vain is the help of man.” Moreover, Norton’s
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prayer was more than a mere formality. Rather, it could be, as it was in the
prison, “where we had the free liberty of the exercise of our religion,” a
“matter of comfort to us in our affliction.*

Despite his secular proclivities, Norton firmly believed, like How,
in a God of Providence who works directly and benevolently in human
affairs. Thus, while Norton relied on his own actions to alleviate human
suffering, to improve terms of surrender, or upon the course of political
and military events to determine the outcome of the war, a beneficent God
that underlay human reality. The “good God of Providence” ensured that
they “we were all in the fort” when “there appeared an army of French and
the Indians” who attacked them. The providential God also continued to
help the captives on their long journey northward from Fort Massachusetts
to Fort St. Frédéric and “wonderfully strengthened many who were weak,”
“ensured that our men that had been sick grew better and recovered
strength,” and that Mrs Smeed, who had just three days earlier delivered
her baby named “Captivity,” was not harmed by the “heavy shower of
rain, which wet us through all our clothes.” Moreover, his belief in God’s
Providence was also profound and could become a source of comfort in
moments of distress. This is evident on the march from Fort Massachusetts
to Fort St. Frédéric where his “heart was filled with sorrow, expecting that
many of our weak and feeble people would fall by the merciless hands of
the enemy.” The subsequent “shouting and yelling” of the “savages” made
him tremble and conclude that they had “murdered some of our people.”
In spite of these fears, Norton did not fall into despair, but was comforted
by the thought that “they [the natives] could do nothing against us, but
what God in his holy Providence permitted them.” *!

Yet, did he ever place this be Norton, like How, obviously believed
in the goodness of God. neficent Providential God within the total
Providential framework appearing so prominently on the cover of his tale?
Not within this narrative. Like How, Norton never mentioned the
possibility of redemption to a promised land, although he did attribute his
final release by cartel to “the many great and repeated mercies of God
towards me.” He also never situated the larger events of the war — the loss
of Fort Massachusetts to the French, the news of English reverses and
French victories he constantly received, not only on route to the Québec
prison, but also within the prison itself — within the wider context of a
millennial struggle against the French Catholic enemy or the Papal anti-
Christ. Nor, like How, does he ever attribute his personal captivity to a
God who may be punishing him for his sins.*



122 New England Captivity Narratives

This is not to argue that the Reverend did not reflect upon the larger
issue of punishment. In one particular situation, when faced with the
overwhelming reality of the death of a number of individuals in the
Quebec prison, Norton does ruminate upon the theme of punishment, and
these brief reflections offer an important insight into this man’s religious
mentality. “Those who brought it (the plague) into the prison,” wrote
Norton as many of the inmates began to fall ill and die, “mostly recovered
and so there were many others that had it and recovered; but the recovery
of some was but for a time — and many of them relapsed and died.” These
deaths moved Norton to reflect upon the more elaborate significance of the
events surrounding him: “I will therefore put you in remembrance,” he
wrote, “tho ye once knew this, how that the Lord having saved the people
out of the land of Egypt, afterwards destroyed them that believe not.” But
the conviction, however, that his fellow prisoners were dying as punish-
ment for their sins did not provide Norton with a satisfactory answer:
Could all of these dying people possibly be sinners? Instead, Norton
immediately dared to question the doctrine of punishment itself: “Not that
I have reason,” he wrote, “to think ill of those upon whom the sickness fell
and who died with it. Many of them, I hope were truly pious and godly
persons.” However, just as readily, Norton interpolates this brief moment
of skepticism with another Biblical quote that clearly re-establishes the
sovereign judgment of God: “The Lord is righteous,” he wrote, “for I have
rebelled against his commandment. Here [ pray you, all people, and behold
my sorrow. My virgins and my young men are gone into captivity.”*

Undeniably, Norton adhered to the doctrine of punishment deeply
embedded within the Christian tradition, and which he, as a reverend,
represented. Yet his temporary doubts indicate that his belief in certain
aspects of the total Providential framework was, at the very least, deeply
divided.*

Conclusion

This examination of the title pages and the contents of these two
captivity narratives reveal contrasts not only between the religious
mentality of these two individuals, but also between these particular
narratives and the printers’ perception of the collective mentality of their
colonial American audience.” These differences are perhaps indicative of
the possibility of many diverse shades in the religious attitudes in colonial
America during the War of the Austrian Succession, and, concomitantly,
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various opinions about captivity and the war itself.*

Perhaps some individuals did place the war within the total
Providential framework that appeared on the title pages of the narratives
— or, at least, they would immediately have understood it within these
terms. The printers of these narratives must have believed they did or they
would not have bothered to have given the Biblical quotes such a central
position within these documents. After all, it was in their interest to
understand their audience and sell the material they published, for books
were their livelihood. And perhaps many others thought of the war as a
millennial struggle against the papal anti-Christ and the French Catholic
enemy.

However, neither How nor Norton entirely placed their experiences
within this framework of total Providentialism or a millennial struggle, at
least not within these particular narratives. Both men rested firmly within
the Providential tradition that believed in God’s underlying and benevolent
influence in human affairs. Neither man discussed either the papal anti-
Christ or the French Catholic enemy, any more than they mentioned the
covenant or redemption. Moreover, How never reflected upon the idea of
punishment and, when Norton did meditate upon this theme, his rumina-
tions reveal a man deeply divided in his religious attitudes.

It is easy, however, to become lost in pointing out differences in
attitudes and beliefs within these narratives and in doing so to lose sight
of the fact that while the printers and individuals may have expressed
divergent points of view, they all conveyed, deeply religious perceptions,
not only of the war, but also of the circumstances around them. Whether
they perceived either the war or captivity specifically in terms of a clearly
defined Providential tradition, as the title pages would suggest, or
expressed their views within a simpler, more flexible Providential
framework, is perhaps a matter of splitting hairs. The war to the colonial
readers and the individuals who experienced it was obviously a deeply
religious matter, and, in the end, these documents remain as specific
reflections of the religious temper of the time within which they were
written and published.
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