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Preface

As its title suggests, this study moves forward in a spirit of
distrust about how most history has been written and with a spirit of
optimism concerning its future as a socially responsible form of
discourse. My title purposefully alludes to these two directions.

In one way, my concern to describe the everyday life of seventeenth-
century New Englanders as a "retreat from the wilderness' flies direct-

ly in the face of Perry Miller's brilliant work Errand Into the

Wilderness (1956). As many historians writing since the mid-1960s
realize, much of Miller's argument depended on a careful reading of
ministerial tracts; there was simply no way to discover what typical
yeomen were thinking, let alone try and occasion specific qualities
of lay piety, when Miller was writing. Or was there?

The infusion of French and English demographic models into
American historical method provided an alternative--one that many
scholars still do not acknowledge. For now, rather than studying a
specific group's comments about other individuals, we could recon-
struct and study those individuals' actions themselves, profound and
common actions like birth, death, marriage, mobility, and stasis.
Here at last was a history representative of all people. Yet even
here there was substantial room for progress into other embodiments
of past thought, past intention, and past action. For like the facts
and figures of the demographer's pen, surviving artifacts that were

made and used by past cultures also embody dimensions of consciousness

Xv
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deeper than those which typically lay in administrative documents--
lay subsidy roles, wills, or inventories. In 1970, John Demos'

seminal work, A Little Commonwealth made important gestures to the

incorporation of material artifacts into a social history that derived
its principal impact from demography. In that book, which has yet to
stimulate others of its kind and to which this study is a direct reply,
Demos argued simply and powerfully the anthropological significance of
the seventeenth-century house as an artificial container that shielded
man's fragile, rational world from the inevitable and constant on-
slaught of chaotic Nature. Houses, he stressed, were safe harbors in
a cosmic storm. Or, as I mean also by my title, they were retreats,
havens, from a wilderness they created as myth to perpetuate a ration-
ale for settlement. Furniture, Demos suggested, functioned princi-
pally as a classification scheme which enabled men to separate or
unite their possessions as they thought appropriate.

Yet, as I have suggested elsewhere, Demos' seminal study failed
to win complete converts because it lacked a degree of geographic

comprehensiveness. Where A Little Commonwealth delved into everyday

artifacts it often drew conclusions based on a perusal of only a small
fraction of what survived in the field. At this point, the work qf
cultural geographers, folklorists trained in artifact study, and cul-
tural historians suggest two means of going beyond the controlled
limits of Demos' excellent pilot study. After major field surveys
had been completed for both pre-~1730 furniture and housing made in

the southeastern New England region, one path I tread was that being

cleared by an intrepid band of historians intent on documenting and

xvi
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interpreting the mechanics of immigration of yeomen from England's
defined regional cultures to the New World setting. In am impressive
bibliography ranging from the early twentieth-century work of Edward

Eggleston through David Allen's magisterial In English Ways (1981),

these historians realize that any attempt to understand social inter-
action in the past can only proceed when the specific rules for
interaction upheld by regional groups--East Anglians, Kentishmen,. or
West Countrymen, for example--are themselved explained. Among others,
Timothy Breen and Stephen Foster have stressed the sub-cultural
pluralism of so-callaed Englishmen- in the early seventeenth century,
and noted that regional patterns shaped the structure of local custom,
politics, society, and speech.

They affected, too, the plan and size of New World housing, and
it is here that the study of extant artifactual evidence becomes
meaningful for social historians interested in family life, housing
density, personal space, and the cultural evolution of such abstract
concepts as cleanliness, quiet, light, and privacy. In part, this
study attempts to explore the meaning of these conceptual qualities,
themselves tools for controlling interaction. If the calculated inter-
section of studies in the meaning of regionalism and material culture
is one way to break new ground in our understanding of seventeenth-
century culture, another embraces the concern of modern folklorists
who view performance and communication as the foundation upon which
the study of artifacts as intentional embodiments of man's spirit
should rest. Here the works of Henry Glassie, Robert Plant Armstrong,
and Dell Hymes urge us to think about artifacts as fundamental means

xvii
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of objectifying consciousness and exploring the relationship between
alternate social values. In an age when most historians look with
scholarly fatigue upon "just one more community study," folklorists
are defining the actual communicative meaning of communitas --exactly
that quality of intellectual and emotional membership in a group that
was missing from studies written by historians. From itsrinception,
then, the present study has had a basic purpose: to think folkloris-
tically about old artifacts while still situating them in an histori-
cal framework. While I have been working on this study, many of my
fellow folklorists have, I think, viewed it as peripheral to our dis-
cipline. "Why aren't you doing an ethnography of how interiors look
today?” they would ask. My answer was always simple: "I am."

Of course others have tried this sort of thing before. Henry

Glassie's own work on Patterns in the Material Folk Culture of the

Eastern United States (1968) certainly explored from a cultural geo-

graphic point of view the European regional precedents for regional
patterns in America. Importantly, the book described the multiple
chronologies that different cultures follow in their way to common,

perhaps genetically common, patterns of change. Robert F. Trent's

| too~brief look at Hearts & Crowns (1977), chairs made during the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries along the shores of Connec-
ticut, added fair warnings about how innovation works--always selec-
tively, rarely totally--and offered as well an attempt to integrate

the artifacts he studied into the shop practices and working lives of

the artisans who made them. Finally, Glassie's Folk Housing in Middle

Virginia (1975) and All Silver No Brass (1975) approached two differ-

xviii
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