Lesson 2 Document 18: Puritan Towns and Villages

Geographer D. W. Meinig writes about Puritan towns and villages from the perspective of the 1980’s.

The Puritan concept of community [was based on] a clustering of people, a physical grouping that would enhance interaction…. The basic unit for colonization was the town, a tract of a few square miles granted to a particular group. Near the center of the town a site was chosen for a village. Each family was given a house lot in the village and one or more parcels of farmland in the adjacent arable fields, and each was granted rights to share in the use of pastures, haylands, and woodlots. A building serving as church and assembly hall on the village commons was the symbolic center and focus of community life. Land and rights were not [divided] equally: community leaders and families of greater [wealth] could obtain larger portions. When farming extended into lands beyond easy reach of the village or when the population outgrew local resources, the authorities of the town might sponsor the formation of a selected [group] to establish a new village in a far comer of the town or in some new town in another district. Because the community was a [unified] group and shared in rights and responsibilities, casual migrations were discouraged.

…. Although there was much unused land, … the whole area [of New England] was organized into towns, with the villages spaced … every few miles, wherever terrain and soil allowed. … The whole area was knit together by a fairly intricate network of roads, droving trails, rivers, and local ports. Agriculture was the main basis of livelihood but an uneven and changing one. Except in the larger river valleys, good soil was very [unevenly] distributed and many fields soon declined in fertility. Wheat, the preferred staple, was widely afflicted with blight, and was grown chiefly in newer lands. This led to a shift to maize and rye and to a greater emphasis upon livestock. A few districts tended to specialize in crops such as flax or in garden or orchard produce. Mills and forges were fairly widespread, and in the main ports an array of workshops, sugar refineries, and rum distilleries processed imported products for regional sale or re-export.
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