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A N O T E  O N  TH E  P U B L IC A T IO N  D A TE S OF 
CHRIS TOPIIE.R LE VE T T ’S

A V O Y A G E  I N T O  N E W  E N G L A N D

C hristopher Levett’s/4 Voyage into N e w  England  is a well 
know n narrative and  p rom otional argum ent for colonization, 
and it has frequently been cited by m odern scholars.1 Its com ­
position  and p u b lish in g  history have, however, been treated in 
m islead ing  fashion. T h e  most substantial study of Levett is the 
indispensable account of Jam es Phinney Baxter w hich in d i­
cates tha t the tract was w ritten and published  in 1628.2 T here 
was indeed an edition  in 1628, and the circum stances su rround­
ing  its pub lica tion  are clear enough. Levett was the beneficiary 
of an  extraord inary  p roclam ation  issued by Charles I in Febru­
ary 1628 ca lling  on the ecclesiastical au thorities to take up  a 
collection for the m aintenance of the p lan ta tio n  in New E ng­
land; the m onies were to be paid  to Levett w ho was, by the same 
p ro c lam atio n , ap p o in ted  governor.3 T h e  p u b lica tion  of 
Levett’s account at this ju n c tu re  was clearly designed to stim u­
late support for the collection w hich was being undertaken at a 
m ost inausp icious m om ent. By 1628, pub lic  resistance to levies 
called for by the king, voluntary or otherwise, had reached a 
considerable level. T h e  association of the Duke of Buckingham  
w ith  the scheme w ould have further eroded its popularity , 
w hile the C ouncil for New England, under whose charter 
Levett held  his land  grant in Casco Bay, had been the target of a 
w ith e rin g  attack  in parliam en t as a m onopoly. T h e  need to 
publish  a personal vindication of the New E ngland scheme in 
1628 was obvious and  overwhelm ing.

But in fact the tract was not w ritten in 1628, nor was it first 
published  then. T h e  1628 edition was a reissue of a work that 
had o rig inally  been published  four years earlier. A copy of the 
earlier ed ition  survives in the British library and gives on  its 
title  page a date of pub lica tion  of A ugust 21, 1624.4 Levett’s 
account had clearly been w ritten either on his voyage hom e 
from New E ngland  or im m ediately after his return . It w ould 
have been odd if Levett, w ho had come back to E ngland  to seek 
further su p p o rt for his venture, had w aited four years to p u b ­
lish any account of w hat had transpired. T h e  realization that

22.4



CHRISTOPHER LEVETT

the tract was indeed pub lished  in 1624 may, moreover, help  to 
exp lain  several odd features of the text. In the first place, one of 
the men to w hom  the work was dedicated was Sir Jo h n  Ramsay, 
Earl of H olderness; Ram say died in February 1626, being bur­
ied in W estm inster Abbey on the 28th of that m o n th .5 It w ould 
have been m ost pecu lia r to dedicate a work to a m an w ho had 
already been dead for two years, and  even m ore peculiar to 
address h im  in tha t dedication  as if he were still alive. In the 
second place, there is a curious discrepancy between the k in g ’s 
p roclam ation  and  the th rust of Levett’s argum ent in  the tract 
w hich po in ts to the fact that the tract was not specially w ritten 
to supplem ent the proclam ation . T h e  proclam ation  m ade a 
considerable p o in t of the p ro p ag atio n  of the gospel and  the 
conversion of the Indians, an  argum ent that was app ro p ria te  in 
an appeal directed to church  au th o ritie s .6 Levett, on the o ther 
hand, expressed reservations abou t the feasibility of conver­
sion: “I have had m uch conference w'ith the savages abou t our 
only true G od, and have done my best to b ring  them  to know 
and acknow ledge him , but I fear me all the labor that way will 
be lost, and  no  good w ill be done, except it be am ong  the 
younger so rt.” 7 In the th ird  place, it is clear from  Levett’s 
correspondence that he had received by Novem ber 1627 in for­
m ation  abou t cond itions in Casco Bay from one of the m en he 
had left behind there in 1624.8 T h a t inform ation  was im portan t 
in the presentation of his case to the King and the Privy Council 
in 1627-1628, yet there is no reference to it in the text of the tract. 
F inally, there is the curious fact that there was no chapter four 
in the tract, th o u g h  one was indicated in  the table of contents, 
and  it is perfectly clear in the text where it shou ld  com m ence, as 
the argum ent sw itches from a discussion of the Ind ians to a 
descrip tion  of the land .9 T h is  error can probably  be explained  
by the haste w ith  w hich  the tract was pub lished  in 1624; it 
seems unlikely that it w ould  have occurred if the w ork had been 
four years in the m aking.

Roger H ow ell, Jr. 
Bow'doin College
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FOOTNOTES

'I t  f ig u re s  p ro m in e n tly , fo r e x a m p le , in  H . M. J o n e s , “ T h e  C o lo n ia l 
Im p u lse : A n A na ly sis  of th e  ‘P ro m o tio n ’ L ite ra tu re  o f C o lo n iz a tio n ,” P ro ­
c e e d in g s  o f  th e  A m e r ic a n  P h i lo s o p h ic a l  S o c ie ty , vol. 90 (1946), p p . 131-161. 
T h e re  a re  a lso  a n u m b e r  o f  references to  it in  th e  recen tly  p u b lis h e d  study  by 
D av id  C ressy , C o m in g  Oxter: M ig r a tio n  a n d  C o m m u n ic a t io n  b e tw e e n  E n g ­
la n d  a n d  N e w  E n g la n d  in  th e  Sei> en teen th  C e n tu r y  (C am b rid g e , 1987).

2J . P. B ax ter, C h r is to p h e r  L e v e tt o f  Y o r k :  T h e  P io n e e r  C o lo n is t  in  C asco  
B a y  (P o rtla n d , 1893), p . 71. A. W. P o lla rd  a n d  G . R . R edgrave , A  S h o r t  T i t l e  
C a ta lo g u e  o f  B o o k s  P r in te d  in  E n g la n d , S c o t la n d  a n d  I r e la n d  a n d  o f  E n g l is h  
B o o k s  P r in te d  A b r o a d  1475-1640  (L o n d o n , 1963), p . 351, likew ise  lists o n ly  
th e  1628 e d itio n .

'C a le n d a r  o f  S ta te  P a p e rs  C o lo n ia l  1574-1660 , p . 87. T h e  fu ll tex t o f the  
p ro c la m a tio n  is p r in te d  in  B ax ter, C h r is to p h e r  L e v e t t ,  p p . 68-71.

^B ritish  L ib ra ry , C . 132 L. 20 (1), title  page.
d i c t i o n a r y  o f  N a t io n a l  B io g r a p h y , R am say , Sir J o h n .
6B axter, C h r is to p h e r  Lex>ett, p. 69.
U b id ., p. 115.
8C h r is to p h e r  L evett to  S ir J o h n  C oke, N ovem ber 17, 1627, p r in te d  ib id .,  

p. 63.
9Ib id . ,  p. 119, p a ra g ra p h  b e g in n in g  “ A nd  to  say s o m e th in g  o f th e  c o u n ­

try .... ”
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