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MATHERS, THE PURITAN  FAMILY OF NEW ENGLAND

One of the most influental families in New England in the 17th century were Mathers. There were other important families, of course. But only Mather`s managed to produce famous churchmen in three generation in sequence. So their influence continued through the whole 17th century. They also were pretty much similarly minded in important religious issues. Mather`s had the same politics from generation to another. 

The man who founded the importance of the family was Richard Mather. He was born in 1596 near Liverpool, England. He came from a humble family but was fortunate enough to get to school. Richard Mather studied till year 1611. He was very succesfull and was recruited to his school as a teacher. In 1614 he experienced religious awakening. Richard Mather how ever continued to teach untill in 1618 he managed to get into Oxford University. After a year in Oxford he was offered a priesthood, and Richard Mather accepted it, and quitted his studies. In 1624 Mather married Katherine Holt, and they had 6 sons. During this time Mather started to turn into a puritan. This lead him into a conflict with the Church of England, who at this time acted against the puritans. This persecution led to the escape of the puritans from England. Some went to Holland and from there to America, but many went stright across Atlactic Ocean. In America they founded the colony of New England. 
Mather in the meantime faced more difficulties from the church. In 1633 he was fired from his position, because he was considered a heretic. Some influential friends got him his job back. But because Mather refused to accept the doctrine of the church, he was soon permanently fired. After this Mather decided to go to New England, where he could preach the way he wanted. In 1635 he crossed the sea and went to Massachusetts. From the beginning Mather had an opinion that it was god`s will for him to go to New England. During the travel this belief grew stronger. There was a strong storm, and the ship almost sunk. But when the puritants started to pray the storm died. God had saved them. This meant that god wanted Mather to reach America. He had a mission. The way Mather and other puritant saw the situation was, that they were exiles. The Church of England was ruled by antichrist, and New England was now the only place where the real church of god still existed. That was why the actions of puritans were vital. They were still keeping their faith with god, though everyone else had forsaken him. 

In Massachusetts Richard Mather soon found a position as a priest of Dorchester, which was a new village near Boston. Mather was somewhat different from typical puritants. He was not as gloomy as most. He saw great hope in children. He read a lot of Calvin. One of the great disputes in the beginning of the New England was who should be accepted to the membership of the church. It was the last true church of the god, so unfaithfull should not be able to be members. But they clearly had an interest to be members, because political rights 
were only for the members. So New England was ruled not by economic oligargy, but by religious one. Mather and others agreed that when new member was taken, he must be inspected carefully to find out if his faith was true. 

 The question about the aristocratia in interesting one. Americans themself always talk about equality and supposedly they crossed the sea to be equals, not ruled bu aristocrats. How ever in new world they immediately set up another aristocratic system. In New England several religious families such as Mathers held the power throughout the 17th century. The same happened in Virginia, where the big landowners held the power. They often even were aristocrats in England as well, and continued to be in new world too. Such families kept their power far into 19th century, and same happened in other southern colonies as well. Such families as Lee`s in Virginia and Bell`s and Rhett`s in South-Carolina were practically royal, especially Lee`s with their connection to Custis family who of course were the descentants from George Washington and his all important family. The families and their alliances through marriages were almost like what royalty did in Europe. Same kind of alliances were made in New England as well. Another example of this rule of the few families in New York, where old dutch manor lords and a bit more recent british land owners held the political power all the way to the beginning of the 19th century. Families like Livingstones, Van Rensselaer`s and Knickerbockers made allianced with each other and kept younger families away from the power. But Richard Mather probably didn`t know he was forming a dynasty when he came to Massachusetts. He how ever was a good writer and wrote a lot, giving his opinion to all the important questions of New England and even to the religious questions in Europe. His importance started to grow.

One of the ruling thought for puritans and especially to Richard Mather was that world was nearing it`s end. The second coming of Jesus was close. The happenings in Europe made him think that the time was really close. The forces of antichrist in the world were to be defeated and then the second coming would happen. And the forces of evil in 1640s were in trouble, as Mather saw it. In England the civil war was going well for the puritanic forces of the parliament. This meant that there was hope for the defeat of the evil Church of England as well. In the meantime in the continent catholics were in trouble. The dutch were doing well against spanish, and France had joined Sweden in the 30 years war against catholics in Germany. Alliance of Sweden France and Holland was defeating Spain and Austria. Of course the peace in the end must have been a disappointment for Mather, because catholics were not destroyed. But in the high tide of the swedish success he thought that the final destruction of the catholism was close. And this would have meant that second coming was at hand. 

Already in the beginning the rule of the puritans in New England was challenged. A movement called Antinomianism took a root in the colony. The antinomianists believed that human was psychologically helpless. God took the souls he wanted, and there was no way humans could effect who was chosen. This of course was a dangerous idea for the puritans, because it meant that their attempts to be as holy s possible were in vain. It wouldn`t help them to go to heaven. And the worst thing was, that such ideas could make people think that there was no reason to follow the puritanic lifestyle because it didn`t help them to be saved. So why bother? It was no surprise that puritan leaders attacked this new thought strongly. 
One of the leading figures in the attacks was Richard Mather. Another important opponent was John Cotton, most influential priest in New England. One of the worst thing for puritans was, that the leading figure of the antinomianists was a woman, Anne Hutchinson. The puritanst held the colony thight in their crip, and new thought were forbidden. Hutchinson was exiled to England. The movement however continued to live among the common people. The ideology of the puritans was, that humans were supposed to fight against the sin, and use their days to grow in god`s mercy. The rule of the priests was made stronger by the idea which especially Richard Mather supported, that only priests could understand the god`s message and bible. Only priest were real speakers of god`s words. 

Richard Mather died in 1669. His youngest child was Increase Mather, who was born in 1639. Increase was enrolled to Harvard college in 1651. Soon he was how ever send to be tutored by reverend John Norton, one of the leading puritan priest of that time. In 1656 Increase Mather returned to Harvard for the last year of his studies. Next year he was accepted to Trinity College, Dublin. His older brother Samuel got him the place. Samuel was a priest in Dublin. In 1658 he received his master of arts degree. After that Increase Mather was for several years a priest for the garrison of Guernsey island. In 1661 he how ever returned to New England. The reason was the restart of the persecution of puritans in England, because king Charles II was just restored to power. Increase Mather had originally planned to stay in England and make his career in there. Now he similarly to his father was driven out by the Church of England. He too was an exile. It is interesting that Increase Mather had so similar fate if compared to his father. This might in part explain why he was ideologically so close to the first generation of the puritans, while many others of the second generation were not. Increases experiences in life were similar to those of the first generation. 

There he married his half-sister Maria Cotton in 1662. In a dynastic marriage Richard Mather had in 1656 married the widow of John Cotton. Cotton was the most influential priest of his time. And now Increase strenghtened the ties between these two powerfull families by marrying Maria Cotton. Their oldest son was born in 1663, and was named Cotton Mather. This told to everyone that he was an union of two prominent families. The alliance with Cotton`s was really important for Mathers, and probably partly explains the success of Increase Mather in politics. 

Increase Mather became to priest of Boston`s Second Church in 1664, and he held the position to the end of his life. This church pretty much became the personal church of the Mather`s, since Cotton Mather later became a priest in that same church, working together with his father. It didn`t take long for Increase Mather to gain the position of auctority in religious matters in whole New England. He in away inherited the position of John Cotton. the sermons Increase Mather held were really popular and many were published later so that people outside Boston could read them too. In 1679 the political influence of Increase started to rise, for before he was mostly religious auctority. In that year a synod which decides the policy of the puritan church met, and Increase Mather took a leading role to guide the direction to which the synod would go. In 1680s Increase Mather was the leading defender of the New England autonomy against the english crown. This was all the more inportant since te king of England, James II converted into catholism. So now England was plainly ruled by agents of antichrist. Surely it was not possibly for New England to give more power over it`s 
affairs to such a crown, or to any crown actually. Between 1688-1692 Increase Mather was in England, lobbying for the autonomy of New England. He returned with a royal charter which guaranteed for New England a larger autonomy than to other colonies. This was the great moment of Increase Mather. Of course his achievement was made possible by the Glorious Revolution in England, which replaced catholic James II with calvinist William of Orange. He 

was bound to be more sympathetic for the wishes of the puritanic New England, especially because he was trying to get a s far and wide support as possibly in England and colonies. 

Increase Mather was also a president of Harvard college between 1685-1701. After that he was smoked out from his position. 

The founders of New England thought themself as english, only forced to live in another part of the world because of a persecution. The main problem of the second generation was the decrease of religiousness in New England. They were supposed to be the land of god, the last faitfull place in the world. But now people were less and less religious and wanted to trade and enjoy life. The problem for the puritans was how to explain that this could happen in god`s own country. And how to prevent the total collapse of the puritanic way of life when most of New England was willing to move from god to trade and money. 

As a part of this process was seen the War of King Philip. This was seen as a show of god`s anger. King Philip was the leader of the Narragansets nation, and after continuous mismanagement by the god loving puritans he started a war against them. At first the indians did well, but in the end they were defeated complitely, and practically exterminated. The was started in 1675 and ended in a few years. With the victory Increase Mather thought that at least a partial reform of the people`s ways had happened, because god was once again with his people. Everything that happened was taking to be a sign from god. In 1684 a new governor for New England was send from England. He was sir Edmund Andros. He was nominated by James II, which already was a bad sign for Increase Mather and his friends. And Andros had a mission. He was the governor who started to reduce the autonomy of New England, and also tried to concentrate the administration of the colony. A heated political battle followed, puritans resisting Andros and his supporters. The Glorious revolution in 1689 ended the struggle.
 New England also repelled, and sir Edmund Andros was arrested and driven out from the colony. As a part of this struggle Increase Mather went to London to speak for New England puritans. The result was the new royal charter in 1692. It was, as Cotton Mather said, not as bad as he had feared, but not as good as he had hoped. In the 1962 charter political privilegies were decided by economic reasons, not religious ones. The policital oligargy of the puritans was over. No longer political rights were earned buy the membership of the puritan church, but instead by how much money a person had. There was also the religious tolerance act, which meant that different religious sects could also operate in New England. How ever Increase Mather thought that the country could be still saved by keeping the puritan church pure. And Mather`s still kept their resolve to try to keep different religious sects out from Massachusetts. And Increase had an understanding with the state that they would help the puritants to keep other secs out. By the year 1700 it was how ever already evident that the attempts had failed. 

One important part of the process of New England were the Salem witchtrials on 1692. All started when a group of young girls started to behave strangely and some appeared to be ill. Soon it was concluded that they were possessed by the devil, and girls themself agreed saying that they were tormented by spirits, which witches had send against them. These spirits had the face of those who had send them, so the girls could tell who were tormenting them. They started to give names, and soon authorities had arrested lot`s of alleged witches. When these also started to give new names to save themself, the hysteria was ready. There 

were witches everywhere. Anyone could be a witch. In may 1692 a special court was nominated to give trial to the alleged witches. In a quick time the court sentenced many people to be witches. Those who confessed and regretted were not killed, where as those who denied everything were executed. So it was not a surprise that many confessed to be witches, and gave again new names of their witch-friends. More and more people were arrested. Soon how ever the court run into trouble. One of the members of the special court resigned, not convinced that people they executed were truly guilty. At least one other member of the court had similar kind of doubts, as we know from the diaries of Samuel Sewall. He how ever did nothing and regretted it ever afterwards. Also reverend Hale, the priest who had originally started the witch-hunt started to have strong doubts, and he soon truned against the special court, and claimed there were no witches tried in there. 

New governor of New England had just arrived from England with Increase Mather, who had been there to get the new royal charter. Now the governor grew worried. He asked from the priests what should be done. Cotton Mather answered for a group of priests, including Increase Mather. their point of view was clear. No one should be judged if the prrof were so called spectral evidence. That is, if only proof was that one witness claimed some person to have send his or her spirit against the witness, there was no way the court could verify if this had truly happened. So the witness was not valid. So even conservative Increase Mather and most of the priests were against the witch-hunt. They how ever demanded that witches should be hunted vigorously. They believed in witches, and they believed that there were some in Salem. But witches couldn`t be found by using spectral evidence. The whole business of witch-hunt was quite suspicious. Some of the names mentioned as witches were never investigated, because they were from the ruling families of Massachusetts. Several members of the powerfull Thatcher family were mentioned byt never investigated, and even wife of the governor, who apparently had more liberal lifestyle than the puritans thought to be proper, was mentioned. So it is no wonder that soon the governor dispersed the special court, following the advice of the priests, because there was not enough evidence to judge anyone. Also a general pardon was proclaimed to those alleged witches who were already in prisons. In the whole affair of witch-hunt Increase Mather was a voice of the reason in New England, criticising the special court and trying to influence the governor to stop the whole affair. 

How ever this doesn`t mean that Increase Mather didn`t believe in witches. He was certain there were witches generally, and as certain that there were many in Salem. How ever he disagreed with the court about how one can find and judge witches. According to Increase Mather devil and his servants were clever. They would never send a spirits looking like them to attack anyone. No, instead they would make the spirits look like someone else, like some innocent pure puritan who then would be killed as a witch. So in Increase Mather`s opinion the witnesses were not lying. They were telling what they saw, but they were cheated by the 

devil and his servants. And the special court was doing the job of the devil by judging and even executing innocent people. This is why Increase Mather was so strongly against the Salem witch-trials. 

Increase Mather had nine children. Oldest of them was Cotton Mather. He was a man of many talents. He for instance wrote the biographies of his both grandfathers, Richard Mather and John Cotton. He saw them as the most influential people when New England was made the country of god. Cotton Mather was always very much aware that he was the descentant of these two great men, and for his whole life he fought to prevent their work from being destroyed. Cotton Mather was born in 1663. He went to Harvard University in 1675, and graduated in 1678. From Harvard he went to be a priest in his father`s church in Boston. He mostly did all the real work, taking care of the parishers, visiting them and helping sick and poor, while his father fought great political battles or wrote his excellent speeches. Cotton Mather almost never argued with his father, and usually the two were in perfect harmony, fighting to keep New England pure. How ever if compared to Increase Mather Cotton was a failure. He never could get same kind of political infuence as his father. This was mostly because times were changing. The priests were not as powerfull as before after the royal charter of 1692, and it was more difficult for Cotton Mather to have political influence in Boston of his time, were people were mostly interested about trade, not about god. 

Cotton Mather fought his first battle for purely puritanic New England in 1690s, when Solomon Stoddart tried to reform the church of New England. Both Mathers resisted him fiercely, and Stoddart lost his ground in Boston. How ever in Connecticut Valley his new church became dominant, and there was nothing Increase and Cotton Mather could do about it. Cotton Mather saw anglican church to be in the hands of the devil. That is why he wanted the protestant churchs of England to unite against anglicans. Together they could resist better. This idea was born in England where the Anglican Church was far stronger threat than in New England. Cotton Mather how ever supported it strongly. He was how ever not ready to accept other protestant sects in New England. In 1697 there was another great dispute and Cotton Mather again had to fight to keep New England pure. Town of Charlestown nominated it`s own priest without asking from the church of New England. How ever in the opinion of the puritans only they could nominate new priest. So the Mather`s talked against the unlawfull nomination. How ever they again were on the loosing side, and could not prevent the new priest, Simon Bradstreet, from taking his office. 

In the next year the influence of the Mathers was tested again. A number of prominent people of Boston founded a new church. It was named Brattle Street Church. They talked about uniting all the protestant churches, and resisted the politics of the first generation of the puritans. New church took influence from all the protestant churches, and was a mixture of them all. Mather`s of course were strongly for the politics of the puritan first generation, though Cotton Mather was a bit more pragmatic and sometimes had more moderate views when he deemed he would loose otherwise. How ever Cotton Mother now strongly attacked the new church, though it supported his policy of the union of the churches. This clearly demonstrates that he wanted to see the church more unified in general, but not in New 

England. But the opinions in New England were more moderate now and Cotton Mather received only small support. New church was founded and he couldn`t prevent it. Cotton Mather gave quite quickly in, in order not to get new enemies to puritans. 

Thought Cotton Mather lived his whole life in New England and never visited England, he followed the happenings in the old country very closely. What ever happened in England would also affect New England. In 1715 last ruler of Stuar dynasty died in England, and as a new king was elected George I, the elector of Hannover. He was devoted protestant, and Cotton Mather received the news of George`s succession with joice. He thought that it would strengthen the protestants in England and weaken anglicans. True faith was now saved. Quickly Cotton Mather organised a meeting of the priests in Boston, and the meeting proclaimed it`s undivided support to George I. This was one of the few times when he was succesfull. It is not hard to see why Cotton Mather wasn`t as influential as his father. In far more liberal times he criticised his own society with strong words. He criticised the influence of money to people`s lives. The manners of the puritan fathers were no longer followed. The country of the god was slowly dying, and becaming a place like any other, with wordly people who cared little about god and church. All the merchants how ever were not ungodly or bad. Samuel Sewall for instance was one of the richest merchants in Boston, but he still followed the ways of the puritan fathers. He was also a member in the special court of Salem witch-trials, as we remember.

Cotton Mather preeched a lot about the need for reformation. People had to reform or the wrath of god would hit them. In 1702 he started to organise so called reforming societies, which tried to get the people back to god. These societies appeared all over New England, but they were never really popular and after ten years they all had died out. But at least Cotton Mather didn`t just preech, he also tried to do something in practice. How ever he seldom succeeded. In Cotton Mather`s thoughts very inportant role was given to the second coming of the christ. In this he too was followin the footsteps of his father and grandfather. But for him the second coming was far more important than to Richard or Increase Mather. The second coming was not just something that would happen in the future. It was quite imminent, and most likely Cotton Mather would experience it himself. Following the signs that should happen before the second coming, Cotton Mather tried to calculate when it would happen. At first he believed it would happen in 1697. But when nothing happened he quickly calculated another year, which was 1716. Again nothing happened, so he moved the correct year to 1736. He was saved from another disappointment by his death in 1728. 

This clearly proves that Cotton Mather was quite supersticious, or would have been said to be so in our time. In light of this it is strange that he also was a man who loved science and followed all the newest discoveries. How ever Cotton Mather himself saw no contradiction. He like his father was interested about all kind of science, just like a true reneissance man. He for instance worked hard to fit the new solarsentric worldview into what bible said, and also the new findings in natural history got a lot of attention from him. Cottom Mather also was interested about medical science. In 1721 there was a small pox epidemic in Boston. Cotton Mather had just read about new idea of vaccination, and decided to give it a try. The official doctors refused to allow such an experiment, but one unprofessional doctor was ready to give it a try. The experiments were mostly succesfull, and some hundreds 

people were vaccinated. But the whole operation was dangerous and could have easily just made the epidemic worse. Supersticious townspeople in Boston resisted Mather`s idea strongly, and there were even riots against the priests and their influence. This made Mather really worried, but he managed to keep the vaccination on untill the epidemic had died out. 

Cotton Mather also continuously intervened into the affairs of Harvard University. He saw Harvard almost as a personal domain, since his father Increase Mather had been the president of the university for a long time, and Cotton Mather himself had been a student in there. Apparently he didn`t like the the administration of the university, since they were the people who had smoked out his father. 

In 1718 Cotton Mather intervened when there was a dispute between Harvard and E.Pierpont. Against the prevailing custom Pierpont didn`t receive his Master of Art`s degree, because he was not qualified, said the university. Apparently because Cotton Mather was angry to Harvard because they had sacked his father, he started to support Pierpont. Cotton Mather talked to the governor who then proclaimed that Pierpont should receive his Master of Arts degree. But this didn`t help and Pierpoint never got his degree. A bit later Cotton Mather was again at odds with Harvard University. In 1724 a new president for the university was nominated. Cotton Mather wanted the seat, following again in his father`s footsteps, but not surprisingly Harvard wasn`t so excited about the idea. Apparently the university was a bit more liberal and didn`t want conservative Mather as it`s president, especially because they had just been disputing with him over Pierpoint`s case. Cotton Mather was a candidate but he was not elected. Instead Joseph Sewall was nominated. He was a son of Samuel Sewall.  Joseph Sewall how ever refused, and the seat was again free. But again Cotton Mather was not chosen. This must have been a bitter disappointment to him. And it also again proves that Mather was generally unsuccesfull in his enterprises. He also was unsuccesfull in his personal life. He had 15 children, and only two of them survived longer than he did. His oldest son Increase Mather was a total disappointment. He was not interested about religion, and hated to read. As a young boy Increase joined a streetgang in Boston, and was driven out of his home by disgusted Cotton Mather. Later he how ever allowed the boy to return, but he soon went to the seas, and died there. 

That was the story of the Mathers. They were a curious mixture of puritanic conservatives, religious politicians, noble aristocrats and free thinking scientist. And in all things every generation was more than the former. Richard Mather was quite succesfull and established the position of his family among the most influential families in New England. Increase Mather used this position to gain great political influence. In this also the alliance with another gentry family, the Cottons, helped him. But he already was forced to defend the system of his father against new challenges. He generally was somewhat succesfull. His son Cotton Mather however lived already in a wrong time. Throughout his life he was forced fight a loosing battle for the system of the first generation of the puritans. He adapted his views a bit in order not to loose everything, but he was not adapting far enough. He was a voice of the past, like Marcus Porcius Cato in time of Cicero, talking about the modern habbits. He still had considerable influence but not enough to win. He only could make a fight for it, but that was all. He also was a last great Mather. After him the family lost it`s influence. The new world won and took over Massachusetts and there was no more room for puritans. 

