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“Doe Not Forget Me”
RichardFrethorne,IndenturedServitude,
andtheEnglishPoorLawof1601

In 1616, John Smith admonished Englishmen to “gaine to our
Natiuemother-countrieakingdomtoattendher”thatwouldatthesame
timeprovide“imploymentforthosethatareidle”(Description343).Smith
boasted that “Virginia doth afford many excellent vegitables and living
Creatures”insuchabundancethatcolonists—bothmasterandservant—
“may take with hooke or line what he will” (Map 151; Description 343).
Smith’s narratives, in concert with the writings of adventurers Thomas
HarriotandThomasMorton,andreligiousrefugeesWilliamBradfordand
JohnWinthrop,reflect thevariedexperiencesofmiddlingmenwhoare
oftenassociatedwithwhatBenjaminFranklinlaterdescribedasa“general
mediocrity”inAmerica.Themajorityofseventeenth-centurycolonialim-
migrants,however,wereneitheradventurersnorrefugees,andmostdid
notshareSmith’sorBradford’smiddlingstatus.Ofthemorethan198,400
peoplewho immigrated to theEnglishAmericancolonies in the seven-
teenthcentury,67percent(132,100)wereindenturedservants,slaves,and
felons—allofwhomwereunfree,andofwhomatleast96,600wereinden-
turedservants.Unfortunately,fewarchivalartifactsremaintoattesttothe
conditionsoftheirlivesortoidentifythemasindividuals(Fogleman44).1
FourremarkableexceptionsarethelettersofRichardFrethorne,themost
familiarofwhichare thosewritten tohisparents fromVirginia in 1623.
Frethorne’s often ignored letter to a Mr. Bateman is, however, of much
moresignificancebecauseitrevealsthatFrethornewasindenturedbyhis
parishundertheprovisionsoftheEnglishPoorLawof1601andwasnot,
as iscommonlyassumed,avoluntarily indenturedtradeapprentice.The
informationaboutFrethorne’sparishindentureintroducesimportantde-
tailsabouthislifeandthecontextofhisservitudethatreshapeourunder-
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standingofFrethorneandalterourpedagogicalandscholarlyengagement
withhisletters.
 RichardFrethornearrivedinVirginiaaroundChristmasin1622onthe
Abigail,ashipoverloadedwithpassengersandarmor,butlittlefood.The
AbigailarrivedtenmonthsafterraidsbythePowhatanIndiansdestroyed
crops and killed hundreds of English settlers, so the passengers on the
Abigailknewthattheywererepopulatingawar-torncolony.Frethornewas
senttoMartin’sHundred,asettlementespeciallyhardhitbythePowha-
tans.InMarchandApril1623Frethornewrotefourletters,threetohispar-
entsandonetoMr.Bateman.Intheletters,Frethornepaintedadirepor-
traitofhislifeinVirginia:hewashungry,hehadinsufficientclothing,and
helackedconsistentaccesstoshelter.TextualanalysisofthelettertoBate-
manidentifiesFrethorneasaparish-indenturedpoorchildandhisdirect
appealindicatesthatBatemanwasthechurchwardenwithadministrative
controlofFrethorne’sVirginiaindenturesandthusthepersonauthorized
toredeemhiscontract.Archivalevidenceconfirmsthisanalysis.
 English churchwardens maintained Poor Law records in conjunction
withotherhumanevents in theparish—baptisms,marriages, andburi-
als—thatmadeparishpoorchildrenvisibleascivicandhistoricalbeings.
Unfortunately,theVirginiaCompanymaintainedfewservantrecordsdur-
ingtheearlyyearsofthecolony.Shipmanifestsrecordedthenumbersof
servantpassengers,butonly inrare instanceswerenamesattached.The
dearthofdatanearlycleansedparish-indenturedpoorchildrenfromthe
evidentiaryrecord.Ironically,Frethorne’sletters,andtheindifferenttreat-
mentofindenturedservantsheconveyed,survivedbecausetheywerepo-
liticallyadvantageoustothearistocratswhooversawcolonialoperations,
including thosewhochampionedforchildren likeRichardFrethorne to
be“disposedof ”inVirginia.TheletterswrittenbyFrethornethusprovide
unique insights into the plight of a substantial, unfree colonial popula-
tion.In1623,inthedepthsofdespairandravagedbyhunger,RichardFre-
thornebeggedthathisparents,Bateman,andhisparishionersinLondon
“doenotforgetme”(“LettertoHisParents”60).Nearlyfourhundredyears
later,Frethorneisnotonlyremembered,buthispoignantlettersgiveus
theclearestunderstandingoftheconditionsfacedbyuntoldthousandsof
poorchildrenwho,likehim,wereparish-indenturedservantsinVirginia’s
earliestdays.
 Theperspectivesoftworecentcriticalapproachesinformmyanalysis
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ofFrethorne’sletters:transatlanticorhemisphericstudiesandcriticalclass
analysisthatfocusesonpoverty.AccordingtoRalphBauerinThe Cultural 
Geography of Colonial American Literatures, transatlanticmethodologies
advancecomparativist strategies thatemphasize“thecomplexand inex-
tricableconnectednessofvariousplacesandhistories,ofthewayinwhich
theseplaces[OldWorldandNew]acted upon each other”(2).Frethorne’s
letters, for instance, are productively assessed by engaging their English
sociopoliticalcontext—theEnglishPoorLawinparticular—inrelationto
theVirginianenvironment.ThesufferingFrethorneconveyedisdifficultto
reconcilewithconstructsofindenturedservitudeasameansofsocialmo-
bilitythatareintegraltolatercolonialgenres.BauernotesthatearlyAmeri-
canliteraturewas“inventedasahandmaidentoAmericannationalliterary
histories”thatoftenprivilegedexceptionalismorpost-Revolutionarycon-
ceptsofindividualism(7).WhenunderstoodinthecontextoftheEnglish
PoorLawof1601,Frethorne’slettersdisruptnarrativesofclasstranscen-
dence that undergird histories of exceptionalism. The emergent field of
povertystudiesalsosituatesFrethornewithinwider literaryreclamation
endeavorsthathave,liketheHeath Anthology of American Literature(first
publishedin1989),alteredthewaysAmericanliteratureisdefinedandin-
terpreted.InAmerican Hungers: The Problem of Poverty in U.S. Literature,
GavinJonesarticulatesapersistent“blindnesstowardpovertyinliterary
criticism”(5).AlthoughJones’sstudyconcentratesonnineteenth-century
literature,his assertionapplies to theearly colonial era, sincenarratives
elucidatingpovertyaretooseldomthepurviewofscholarlyinterrogations,
forwhichFrethorne’slettersprovideawelcomecorrective.
 Historian Hayden White, in Figural  Realism:  Studies  in  the  Mimesis 
Effect,suggeststhatwhatJonesidentifiesas“blindness”isperpetuatedbe-
causescholarsoftenlack“thelanguage,emotion,thought,anddiscourse
...tomakesenseofthekindofexperiencesthosefamilieshaveendured”
whose experiences, like Frethorne’s, are not reflected in dominant dis-
course(13).Forinstance,mostscholarshiponindenturedservitudecon-
ducted in the United States focuses on voluntary indentures, redemp-
tioners,orconvict labor,with littleattentiongiven toparish-indentured
servants.2 Therefore, when we overlook the impact of the English Poor
LawonthecontentofFrethorne’sletters,andonhislivedexperiences,we
participateinwhatWhitepositsasa“failureofhistoricalconsciousness.”
Whitecautionsthatthisfailure“occurswhenoneforgetsthathistory,in
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thesenseofbotheventsandaccountsofevents,doesnotjusthappenbut
ismade”(13).AsWhiteindicates,histories(andliterarytraditions)arede-
terminedbytheaccountsthatareprivilegedandtheperspectivesthrough
which they are assessed. A clearer understanding of Frethorne emerges
whenhislettersenterintodialoguewithfamiliarcolonialdiscoursesand
lessknownarchivalevidencethatalsointeractwiththemandatesofthe
EnglishPoorLawof1601.
 RichardFrethornelivedatatimewhenpovertywasadominantsocial
concerninEngland.Duringthefirsttwodecadesoftheseventeenthcen-
tury,Englandexperiencedsustainedeconomicdepressionandhighratesof
unemploymentthatwerecompoundedbyharvestfailuresandepidemics.
There was neither enough work nor enough food, particularly in urban
areas.Diseases—includingplague—reducedincomesofpoorfamiliesand
underminedthecollectionofparishpoor taxeswhenprosperousurban
peoplefledtothecountrysidetoavoidplague.Burgeoningpoorpopula-
tionsrequiredsignificantadministrativeoversightandthreatenedtoover-
whelmparishcoffers.InthetownofSouthamptonbetween1606and1608,
nearly25percentofadministrativeactivityinvolvedthepoor(Connor25).
Atthesametime,thePoorLawof1601reflectedaparadigmaticshiftin
perceptionsof—andapproachestoward—thepoor,whosepovertywasin-
creasinglyassociatedwithcriminality,aswellasvoluntaryvagrancyand
idleness.3ThePoorLawof1601evolvedfrommedievalCatholiccharitable
traditionsthatnurturedneighbors inneed.Ingeneral,duringEngland’s
Catholicperiod,povertywasregardedasaconditionthatwasmediated
by compassionate charity administered through parish councils. Protes-
tantism increasingly criminalized poverty as personal moral failure that
burdenedthecommunityandjeopardizedindividualsalvation.Inkeep-
ingwithearlierCatholicapproachestopoverty, thePoorLawstipulated
thatparishesmustprovidebasicsustenancetotheirindigentpeopleand
orderedparishchurchwardenstoraise“competentsumsofmoneyforand
towardsthenecessaryreliefofthelame,incompetent,old,blind,andsuch
amongthem,beingpoorandnotabletowork”(Pickering30).Amongthe
PoorLaw’snegationsofCatholictraditions,however,wastherequirement
thatallable-bodiedmenandwomenbefurnishedwithparishassistance
onlyaftertheywere“unburdened”oftheirchildren.ThePoorLawautho-
rizedparishchurchwardenstoraiseanddispersefunds“fortheputtingout
of suchchildren tobeapprentices” (Pickering30).4Revenue fromthese
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poortaxesenabledparishadministratorsto“set toworkthechildrenof
allsuchwhoseparentsshallnotbythesaidchurchwardens...bethought
abletokeepandmaintaintheirchildren,”astheseparishfundsreimbursed
thechildren’smastersforexpensestheyincurredintheindentureprocess
(Pickering30).
 ThetensionbetweenCatholicandProtestantperspectivesseeninthe
1601PoorLawisalsoreflectedintherecordsoftheLondonparishofSt.
DunstanintheEast,thehomeparishofthreeFrethornehouseholds,allof
whichreceivedpoorrelieffromtheparish.TheparishregisterforSt.Dun-
stanintheEastsuggeststhatRichardFrethornewasthesonofChristo-
pherandJoaneFrethorne,whoseotherchildrenwereObedias,Mary,Tri-
phena,andprobablyDorcas,Susanna,andFerdinand.5From1600until
hisdeathin1643,RobertBatemanwasavestrymanforSt.Dunstaninthe
East.WilliamBateman,Robert’sbrother,becameachurchwardenin1619
and,therefore,couldalsobetheMr.BatemantowhomRichardFrethorne
addressedhisletterfromVirginia(St.DunstanintheEast,“VestryMin-
utes”f.155r,f.199r).ThevestryminutesforSt.DunstanintheEastclearly
indicatenotonlyasharedparishaffiliationbutthattheFrethornesreceived
particularconsiderationfromRobertBatemanandtheothervestrymenof
theparishduringthefirsthalfoftheseventeenthcentury.
 St.Dunstan in theEast’svestryminutesdemonstrate that thisparish
maintainedacompassionate,“Catholic”approachtopovertyandpoorre-
lieffromtheyearsthatRobertBatemanwasaparishvestryman,untilafter
theEnglishcivilwarin1642.6GreatcarewastakentoensurethatSt.Dun-
stan’spoorhadappropriateshelterandsustenance.Theparishownedsev-
eraldwellingsandat leastonealmshousetoaccommodatepoorparish-
ioners,includingahouseonTowerStreetthatwasrentedatminimalrates
toJohnFrethorne,theparishclerk.Theparish’scommitmenttocompas-
sionatepoorreliefisreflectedinSt.Dunstan’sdecision(in1608)toraise
moneytopurchase“seacoals”foritspoorparishionersbysellingitscollec-
tionofarmorandartifactsfromtheCrusades(West,Some Records13–14).7
In1630theparishorganwassoldtoproviderelieftoitspoor(West,Church
55). Several children from St. Dunstan in the East were sent to Christ’s
Hospital,a facilityatwhichpoorchildren,bothboysandgirls, received
a liberal education as well as training in the trades (Christ’s Hospital).
Thevestryminutesalso indicate thatSt.Dunstan in theEast supported
children at university, including two Frethorne boys, and contracted its
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poorchildrenasindenturedservantstoVirginia(St.DunstanintheEast,
“VestryMinutes”f.201r).Theinclusionoftheserecordsinthevestrymin-
utesissignificantbecause,ingeneral,paymentstosupportthepoorwere
recordedinchurchwardensaccountbooks,andSt.Dunstan’schurchwar-
densaccountbooks for theperiodsbefore themid-seventeenthcentury
didnotsurvive.ThevestryminutesforFebruary13,1619,notethatJohn
Galloway,

thesonneofWilliamGallowayshalbeputanapprenticevntooneIef-
freyWallettcitizenandcarpenterofLondonnowboundforVirginia,to
goeouerthetherwithhim,AndtheChurchwardensshalletherdeliver
outffortieshillingsvntothesaideWalletttowardstheputtingofthesaid
IohnGallowayintoapparelorelslayoutsomuchmoneyforthatpur-
pose.(f.202r)

RobertBatemansignedalloftheseminuteswiththeothervestrymenand
WilliamBatemansignedtheGallowayindentureasoneofthechurchwar-
dens.RichardFrethornewasverylikelysimilarlyboundthreeyearslater
in1622.
 Parish-indenturedpoorchildren,likeFrethorne,weremostoftencon-
tractedascommonlaborersinthetextileindustry,husbandry,ordomestic
work;fewreceivedoccupationaltrainingthatledtoself-sustainingadult-
hood. The Poor Law specified the length of the poor children’s parish-
administered indentures: “it shallbe lawful for the saidchurch-wardens
andoverseers...tobindanysuchchildren...tobeapprenticeswherethey
shallseemconvenient,tillsuchman-childshallcometotheageoffourand
twentyyears,andsuchwoman-childtotheageofoneandtwentyyears,
orthetimeofhermarriage”(Pickering31).Onaverage,parishpoorchil-
drenenteredthelabormarketbytheageofseven,andwereregularlyin-
denturedfortermsthatweretwiceaslongasyouthsinvoluntarytradeap-
prenticeships.The“ApprenticeshipAccounts”fortheparishofAlderbury
HundredinWiltshirefortheyear1619showchildrenasyoungastwoand
fouryearsoldboundoutasapprentices.8In1625two-thirdsofSalisbury’s
apprenticedpoorchildrenwereunderfourteenyearsold(Slack,“Poverty”
167).Evenwhenchildrenwereindenturedataveryyoungage,thePoor
Lawstipulatedthatparishcontractswere“aseffectualtoallpurposes,asif
suchchildwereoffullage,andbyindentureofcovenantboundhimorher
self ”(Pickering32).
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 Incontrast,voluntarytradeapprenticeswereindenturedbytheirfami-
liestoestablishedmastersunderwhosetutelagetheyouthslearnedatrade.
Confusionaboutthedifferencesbetweenvoluntarytradeapprenticesand
parish-indenturedservantspersistsbecausethewords“servant,”“appren-
tice,”and“indenture”wereusedinterchangeablyintheseventeenthcen-
tury. It is the contextualor ancillary evidence that indicates the specific
natureofindividualindentures, includingRichardFrethorne’s.Thecon-
tractsforthemorefamiliartradeapprenticesdifferedinsignificantways
from the parish indentures. For one thing, they were designed to be of
lastingbenefittothechild.Tradeapprenticeshipsenabledmiddling-and
merchant-class youths to obtain skills that secured them an occupation
andfinancialsecurityinarespectablestratumofsociety.Youthsofabout
theageoffourteenwerecontractedforthetimeneededtolearnamaster’s
trade,butrarelyformorethansevenyears.Thecontractswereenteredinto
voluntarily,orundertheauspicesofparentaloversight,andadministered
bycivilcourts.Attheendofthecontractedterms,theapprenticeswererec-
ognizedasfreemenandcitizens,andthemasterswereobligatedtospon-
sor their formerapprenticeswhen they joined theprofessionalcommu-
nitybysecuringlicensesandhelpingtoestablishtheformerapprenticesin
theirprofessionalpractices.In“ThePoliticsofPathos:RichardFrethorne’s
LettersHome,”EmilyRosecontendsthatFrethornewasavoluntarytrade
apprentice inVirginiawith“contractualhopesofbetter things tocome”
andarguesthatFrethornewasmoderatelyprivilegedtobeginwith(107).
ShedescribesFrethorne,beforehewenttoVirginia,asapoliticallycon-
nected youth in England who “had Robert Bateman’s ear and Bateman
hadtheking’s”(103).9MuchofRose’sanalysisworkstoconnectFrethorne,
throughRobertBateman, tothepoliticizedenvironmentof theVirginia
Company.Batemanwas,however,notaprincipalplayerinthecompany
or a political insider of the magnitude Rose suggests.10 Robert Bateman
owned just two shares in the Virginia Company and he rarely attended
company meetings, although he was actively involved in the East India
CompanyandbecameamemberofParliamentfromLondon.Rather, it
isasvestrymanandchurchwardeninSt.DunstanintheEastParishthat
Bateman’sclosestconnectionwithFrethorneisfound,andthatrelation-
shipmarksFrethorneasaninvoluntary,parish-indenturedchild.
 TheEnglishPoorLawcodifiedchurchwardens’civicandreligiousre-
sponsibilitiestosavetheirpoorchildrenfromthesinofidlenesswithwork



8} eARLYAMeRICAnLIteRAtURe: VoLUMe47, nUMBeR1

asthespecifiedagentofsalvation.Thesameeconomicslumpthatcreated
the widespread poverty probably undermined churchwardens’ efforts to
indenturepoorchildrenlocally.TheAmericancoloniespromisedtofulfill
bothcivicandspiritualobligationsthechurchwardenshadtotheirparish
communities and to the poor children they supervised. John Smith in
A Description of New England(1616)proposedthat“eachparish,orvillage,
inCitie,orCountrey...apparelltheirfatherlessechildren,ofthirteeneor
fourteenyearsofage”andsendthemtoworkinAmerica.11Inconjunction
withdebatesaboutEngland’spoorpopulations,Smithencouragedparish
andcolonialofficialstofacilitatethelarge-scalemigrationofpoorchildren
whocouldnotbeprovidedwithappropriateworkinEngland.Foramod-
estsum,advancedbythechildren’sparishes,Smithsaidthatpoorchildren
would“liveexceedinglywell”inthecolonies(Description348).Smithsaw
workinthecoloniesasasolutiontothespiralingexpenseofmaintaining
thepoorlocallyandadvocatedthattheAmericancoloniesbeallowedto
assumeresponsibility for thepoorwho“offendthy laws . . .burden thy
Country,abusethyselfe,despaireinwant,andcouzenthykindred”(De-
scription344).Smithinsistedthatthehardworkperformedinthecolonies
wouldcompela“gaine[that]willmakethemaffectthatwhichReligion,
Charity,andtheCommongoodcannot”(Description346).Inotherwords,
Smitharguedthatworkinthecolonieswouldproducethecharactercon-
versionthePoorLawwasdesignedtoelicit.
 Smith’sideathatVirginiacouldprovidepoorpeoplewithabeneficial
correctionwasadvancedbyVirginiaCompanyofficialsaswellasreligious
leaders.Ina1622sermonfortheVirginiaCompany,JohnDonne,thedean
ofSaintPaul’sCathedralinLondon,explicitlyidentifiedthe“greatuse”of
theVirginiacolonyasameansbywhichEnglandcouldbe“cleansed”ofits
poorpeople:Virginia“shallsweepyourstreets,andwashyourdores,from
idlepersons,andthechildrenofidlepersons,andimploythem”(Donne
273).Thekeytothiscorrectionwasacombinationofcolonial“imployment
forthosethatareidle”andjudiciousoversight(Smith,Description343).Sir
EdwinSandys,treasureroftheColonialCouncilofVirginiainLondon,re-
markedina1619letterthatlifeforLondonerswouldimprovewiththere-
movalofthe“superfluousmultitude”ofpoorchildrenofwhich“theCitie
isespeciallydesiroustobedisburdened.”Hearguedthattransportingthe
parishpoorchildrentoVirginiaprovidedLondonwith“veriebeneficiall
condicons”thatwereprofitabletothechildrenaswellsince“inVirginia
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undersevereMasterstheymaybebroughttogoodness.”Accordingtothe
reasoningadvancedbySandys,Smith,andDonne,Virginiafurnishedpar-
isheswithawaytosimultaneouslyfulfillChristiandutyandmitigatefi-
nancialandsocialduress.
 By 1618Londonbegansendinghundredsof itspoorchildren toVir-
giniaasindenturedlaborers;theaforementionedindentureofJohnGallo-
waysuggeststhatSt.DunstanintheEastparticipatedinthisprocess.In
thebeginning,transportationpetitionswerecloakedinthecompassionate
languageofChristiandutyorjustifiedbythedirecircumstancesthechil-
drenfacedlivinginLondon’sstreets.OnJuly31,1618,theCommonCoun-
cilofLondon,thecivicadministrativebodyforLondon’smerchantclass,
endorseda“petitionofmanycitizensfortakingupofvagrantboysand
girlsandtransportingthemtoVirginia.”InaletterdatedOctober14,1618,
JohnChamberlainmentionedthispetitiontofellowcourtierSirDudley
Carleton,commentingthatLondon“isnowshippingthetheranhundred
youngeboyesandgirlesthatlaystarvinginthestreets.”Chamberlainsaid
thatsendingthepoorchildrentoVirginiawas“oneofthebestdeedsthat
couldbedonewithsolittlechargenotrisingtoabove500£,”orfivepounds
perchild.Chamberlain’sattributionofacharitablerationaleforcompul-
sory transportationreflected theChristian foundationsofPoorLawad-
ministration. JohnPory,a formermemberofParliamentandaVirginia
colonial official, recorded that in 1618 “about 300 men and boys” were
shippedto“enjoy”Virginia’s“commodityandwealth”(“ToSirDudley”).12
Pory’sstatementthatVirginiawasalandof“commodityandwealth”re-
inforced theappearanceof administrativebenevolence toward thepoor
peoplesenttheretowork.
 TheyearbeforeRichardFrethornewassenttoVirginia,VirginiaCom-
panyshareholdersina“PræparatiueCourt”proposed“abilltobedrawne
toyeParliamenthowseforsendingeyepoortoVirginia”(479).Sincemany
members of Parliament were also Virginia Company shareholders, the
proposedbillwasassuredafavorablereception:

SirEdwinSandysdeclaredfurtherthattheyhadtakenintoconsidera-
cionmatteroffuturesupporteofthePlantaciontosupplieiftheycould
nowotherhelpsdoefaileoutofthatcontribucionwhichispresumed
willbegivenbyeachCittieTowneandBurroughtowardsthesendinge
oftheirpoorewithwhometheyarepesteredintoVirginia,Whichoffer
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beingemadevntothelowerhouseofParlyamentvpponanoccasionof
thelikecomplainteofthepoorewhichareburthensometomanypar-
ishesittwasacceptedofthathowsewithaveriegreatandgratefullap-
plause;Ittwasthereforethoughtfittthatsomechoycegentlemenmight
beappoyntedtodraweabill tothatpurposeagainst thenextParlya-
mentthatthepooremayhereafterbesenttoVirginiaattthechargeof
theparishwheretheylive.(479–80)

The motivation behind this proposal was not charity. It was profit. The
membersofParliamentandcompanyshareholdersthoughttoomanyEn-
glishparisheswere“pestered”bypoorpeoplewhomthePoorLawrequired
besupportedatparishexpense.Althoughtheproposaldidnotspecifythat
thepoorsenttoVirginiabechildren,thePoorLawonlyempoweredpar-
ishestoindenturepoorchildren.Parishescouldnotcompeladultstoin-
denturethemselvesandtheVirginiaproposaldidnotinvesttheparishes
withanynewjurisdictionalauthority.TheproposalsponsoredbytheVir-
giniaCompanysimplymadeitcosteffectiveforparishestoindenturetheir
poorchildrentothecolonies.UnderthePoorLaw,whenaparishinden-
turedapoorchildlocally,theparishpaidannualfeestothechild’smaster
tohelpmaintainthatchild.TheVirginiaproposalinvitedparishestoinden-
turechildrenlikeFrethornetoVirginiawithone-timefeestocovertrans-
portationandayear’ssupplyoffoodandclothing,thusreducingannually
recurringexpenses.Foritspart,theVirginiaCompanyobtainedanunpaid
laborforceatnoinitialcosttothecompany.Earlyin1623SirHenrySpel-
man,amemberoftheCouncilofNewEngland,askedthatif“thebinding
forthofpooreChildrenApprenticesbeemadeuseof,bythisCouncill,in
everyCounty,itwillbeeveryEusefulltothecountry,andbeneficialltothis
plantation”(63b).ThatsameyeartheCouncilofNewEnglandrequested
a“letter tobeobtained fromhisMa[jes]tie to theLieu[tena]ntofevery
shireforthesettingforthoftheirpoorersortofpeopletoNewEngland”
(60b).In1624,evenafterseveralletters—includingRichardFrethorne’s—
reportedthatindenturedpoorchildreninVirginiawereindesperatecir-
cumstances,aCaptainBaylieproposedthatKingJamesIshould“makea
plantationinVirginiaorNewEngland,bywhich3,000poormaybeyearly
disposed of.” In all, thousands of parish-indentured poor children were
senttoEnglishcolonies inVirginia,Bermuda,Barbados,SaintKits,and
Massachusetts.YetRichardFrethorne’slettersprovidetheonlysubstantive
extantaccountofthesechildren’slivesascolonialservants.
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 InthefourlettersFrethornewrote,hedescribedthedesperatecircum-
stancesinwhichhefoundhimselfinVirginiaduringthespringof1623.
ThehighlevelofliteracyintheSt.DunstanintheEastParish,particularly
in Frethorne households, as well as the construction of the letters, sug-
gestthatRichardFrethornewrotethelettershimselfratherthanthrough
anamanuensis.The lettersarrived inEngland in latespringof 1623and
were seized by Nathaniel Rich, who confiscated all the correspondence
fromVirginiathatwassentaboardtheAbigail.Richcopiedanddistrib-
utedtheletterstoVirginiaCompanymembersaspartofhiscampaignto
overturnEdwinSandys’scolonialadministration.Richservedonparlia-
mentarycommitteeswithRobertBateman,soitislikelythatRichdeliv-
eredFrethorne’sletterstoBateman.However,thecontentsofFrethorne’s
letterssurvivedbecausetheywerepoliticallyusefultoRich,whoretained
copiesoftheminhispersonalpapers.NathanielRich’spapersintheMan-
chesterCollectionwereavailableforexaminationuntilthecollectionwas
withdrawnfromtheBritishNationalArchivesin1969.13SusanM.Kings-
buryincludedthecontentsoftheManchesterCollection,includingRich’s
copies of Frethorne’s letters, in volume 4 of the Records  of  the  Virginia 
Company of London(1935).
 IntheonelettertoBatemanandthosetohisparents,Frethornedetailed
hislackoffood,clothing,andshelter,aswellashisfearthathewouldnot
surviveifhispresentconditioncontinued.AlthoughFrethorneaskedboth
Batemanandhisparents“toredeememe,”hisperceptionofhowandwhy
eachwouldactonhisbehalfrevealtheparishbasisofhisindentures.The
PoorLawallowedparishadministrators, likeBateman,torescindanin-
denturecontractifamasterfailedtomaintainachildwithsufficientfood,
clothing,andshelter.Frethorneaskedhisparentsto“getthemarchauntes
toredeememeforsomelitlemoney”butconcededthatifthiswasnotpos-
siblehisparentsshould“getaagatheringorintreatsomegoodfolkeslay
outsomlitlesumofmoneye”thatcouldbeusedtorepaytheparishfunds
advancedforhisindenturecontract(60).Frethornetoldhisparentstouse
his lettersas“themarke,” to induceothers tohisaid(60).TheBateman
brothers,whoweremerchantsaswellasparishofficials,wereinalllikeli-
hoodthe“marchauntes”heaskedhisparentstopetitiononhisbehalf.Al-
thoughallofthelettersexpressFrethorne’sreasonsforspeedyredemption,
differencesinthewayhepresentedhisconditiontothetwoaddresseeswas
consistentwiththeabilityeachpartyhadtoeffecthisrelease.
 Frethorne’sfirstletterfromVirginia,onMarch5,1623,wastheonead-
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dressedtoMr.Batemanandwaswrittentwoweeksbeforethefirstletter
hewrote tohisparents.14The letter ismorecarefullyorganizedandhas
amore restrained tone than thosewritten tohisparents.As theeditors
ofFrethorne’slettersforEarly American Writings,CarlaMulford,Angela
Vietto,andAmyE.Winans,observe,“Frethornesoughtalegalresolution”
tohissuffering(194).Frethorne’sprimarypurposeinwritingtoBateman
wastohaveBateman“speaketotherestoftheparishioners”—thatis,the
vestrymenandchurchwardensofSt.DunstanintheEastParish—sothat
Frethorne“mayebefreedoutofthisEgipt”andlegallyreleasedfromhis
parish-authorizedindentures(41).ItisworthnotingthatifFrethornewas
avoluntarytradeapprentice,hewouldinsteadhavesoughtredressthrough
theciviccourtsthathadjurisdictionovervoluntarytradeindentures.
 FrethorneaddressedBatemanas“RightWorship,”anhonorificsaluta-
tionindicativeofanauthoritative,officialrelationshipandwhollyconsis-
tentwithformalpetitionstoparishadministrators.15InhisletterFrethorne
presented himself as a supplicant to Bateman by labeling his letter as a
“humblerequest”andsaying,“Ibeeseechyowandmosthumblieintreat&
[am]entyrelyattyourmercifullhandes”(42).Frethornebeganhispetition
forredemptionbydisclosingseveralwayshisVirginiacircumstancesvio-
latedtheprotectiveprovisionsofthePoorLawunderwhichhiscontract
wasissued:“ThisistolettyowvnderstandthatIaminamostmiserable
andpittifulCasebothforwantofmeatandwantofcloathes”(41).Since
he lacked the food and clothing mandated by the Poor Law, Frethorne
suggestedthreewaystheparishcouldamelioratehiscircumstances.First,
redemptionwasclearlytheoutcomehedesiredmost.Ifcostwasanim-
pedimenttointervention,FrethorneofferedBatemanawaytodefraythe
expenseofhisredemption:“[if]ittwouldpleaseyowtosendouersome
beife&someCheeseandbutter,oranyeatingevictualles”suchgoods“will
beegoodtradingeandIwillsendyouallthatImakeofittonelyIwould
intreat thegaine to redeememe” (41).As the last alternative,Frethorne
suggestedthat“asmalegatheringmayebemadetosendmetheisethinges
orelstoredeememesodanly”(41).Inthisera,theparishwasthecenterof
charitableactivity,soitisunderstandablethatRichardalsoaskedhispar-
entsto“getagatheringorintreatsomegoodfolkestolayoutsomelittle
sumofmoneye, inmeale,andCheeseandbutter,andbeife,anieeating
meate [that]willyealdgreatprofit” forwhichhe“begg theprofit to re-
deememe”(60).
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 InthelettertoBateman,Frethorneemployedscripturalanalogiesthat
wereparticularlyappropriate toaparishappeal,butwhichalsoallowed
him to protest the conditions of his indenture. Frethorne aligned him-
selfwiththeOldTestamentJoseph,whosebrothersunjustlysoldhiminto
slavery inEgypt,andhepleadedforBatemanandtheparishioners“not
withPharoesbrother§buttler§toforgettme,ashedidforgettJosephin
thePrison”(42).Inthesurvivingtranscription,thedeletionof“brother”
andtheinterlined“buttler”areprobablytheworkofNathanielRich,done
whenhecopiedFrethorne’slettersfordistributiontomembersoftheVir-
giniaCompany.Itappears thatRichmeant tocorrectFrethorne’sseem-
inglyinaccuratecitationofJoseph’sstory.However,Frethorne’sincorrect
useof“brother”reinforcedtheparochialbondbetweenhimself,Bateman,
andtheparishioners,ashisbrothersinChrist,butperhapsalsoalludedto
thebetrayalofJosephbyhisbrothers.Inaddition,theparochialrelation-
shipwasemphasizedinFrethorne’sreferencestoEphraim,Joseph’syoung-
est son: “I haue suerly heard Ephrahim bemoaninge himselfe, euen soe
yowmayeseemebemoaningemyselfe”(42).ThepassageFrethornerefer-
encedisJeremiah31:18,whichintheKingJamesBible(1611)reads,“Ihave
surelyheardEphraimbemoaninghimselfethus;Thouhastchastisedme,
andIwaschastised,asabullockevnaccustomedtotheyoke:turnethou
me,andIshallbeturned;forthouarttheLordmyGod.”Frethornedidnot
citethepassageinfull,butitsinclusionsuggeststhatFrethornewastry-
ingtoassureBatemanthathehadbeen“chastised”byhisVirginiaexperi-
ences.AlthoughFrethorne’srepentanceisconsistentwithpublicattitudes
towardthepoorandconventionalexpectationsofPoorLawindentures,
hisrepentanceisatoddswithSt.Dunstan’sgenerositytowarditspoorin
general,andtheFrethornefamiliesinparticular.Thereisnoevidenceto
suggestthatRichardFrethornemisbehavedandwas,therefore,complicit
inhisindenturesasaresult.Furthermore,nosuchtransgressionisalluded
toinFrethorne’smoreintimatelettertohisparents.ItispossiblethatFre-
thorne’srepentancemaybeanattempttoreconciletherelativeeaseofhis
priorLondonlifewithhisdestitutioninVirginia,preferringtheassump-
tionofcomplicitytopowerlessnesssincecomplicityprovidedmechanisms
foramelioration,suchassupplication,whichheemployedwiththehope
ofintervention.Ifthiswasso,Frethorne’spleaisyetanothermanifestation
ofhisdesperation.
 Frethorne’stypologicalrenderingofbiblicaleventsenabledhimtore-
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iterate the depravity of his condition, convey his desperation, and in a
sense,suggestsomeparishculpabilitywith lessdangerofrejectionthan
simplypressinghispointforredemption.IntheBible,atleast,brothersare
notallowedtoenslavebrothers,andmercysparesthelostchild.Frethorne
askedBatemanto“follow[God’s]wordsinthelatterendeofthe20thverse
ofthesameChapter”ofJeremiah,whichFrethorne,again,doesnotfully
relate,butwhichreads:“IsEphraimmydearson?isheapleasantchild?for
sinceIspakeagainsthim,Idoearnestlyrememberhimstill:thereforemy
bowelsaretroubledforhim;Iwillsurelyhauemercyvponhim,saiththe
Lord”(Jer.31:20).Therequestforintercessionisclearandthesemaneuvers
providedFrethornewitha safeway topleadhis casewithoutappearing
disrespectfulorimpudent.AttheendofhislettertoBateman,Frethorne
subordinatedhimselffullyinhisappealforredemption:“Ineedenotsett
downethewordesofSallomoninthe37ofEcclesiasticusandthe6thverse
becausethelordhathenduedyourhartwithmanyofthoseblessingesAnd
thus I comitt yow into the handes of allmightie god and intreat yow to
helpemesosuddaynelyasyowCan”(42).
 Unfortunately,schoolrecordsthatwouldestablishRichardFrethorne’s
schoolingdonotsurvive.Thequestionofnarrativeauthenticityhascom-
plicated analyses of Frethorne’s letters. Because of Frethorne’s servant
status,theemploymentofanamanuensiswasalegitimatepossibility,the
useofwhichraisesquestionsaboutvoiceandauthorialintent.However,
thesurvivingevidencesuggestsotherwise.RichardFrethornegrewupina
literatehouseholdinaparishthatvaluededucation.Thevestryminutesfor
St.DunstanintheEastidentifythreegenerationsofFrethornemaleswho
areintellectuallygiftedandliterate,butpoor.St.DunstanintheEastspon-
soredaparishgrammarschoolinadditiontoitsaffiliationwithChrist’s
Hospital.Thechurchwardens’accountbooks,whichitemizesupportpay-
mentstoindividualparishioners,alsonolongerexist.Ontheotherhand,
thevestryminutes,whichfunctionedasasummarizedaccountofparish
transactions,andwhichrarelyidentifycharityforindividuals,showthat
St.Dunstan in theEastprovided funding for twoFrethorneboys toat-
tenduniversity(CambridgeandOxford)in1619andin1636.OnDecem-
ber19,1619,insupportofasonofChristopherFrethorne,thevestrymen
approved:

apeticionexhibitedtothisvestrybyChristopherFfretherninthebe-
halfofhis sonwhatsustayned losseby fyre inMrMarsellshowseat
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Tower Hill It is ordered that the Churchwardens shall giue vnto him
towardes thebuyingeofhimbookes, andapparrell for the settingof
himforthtothevniuersitieffyvepoundes.(f.201r)16

Ferdinand Frethorne graduated from Cambridge in 1620 where he was
“admitted sizar at Emmanuel,” that is granted a maintenance (scholar-
ship)bytheuniversity(VennandVenn180).The1619St.Dunstanvestry
minutessayfundsweregiven“forthesettingofhimforth,”whichindi-
cates initialenrollment.TherecipientofthesefundswasnotFerdinand,
then,butthereisnowaytoknowifitwasRichard.TheCambridgecon-
nectionandthenamesofChristopher’schildrensuggestthatChristopher
Frethorne may have had Puritan leanings even if the parish as a whole
didnot,whichmightaccountforRichardFrethorne’sbiblicalbackground
andliteracy.TheargumentinRichardFrethorne’slettertoMr.Batemanis
competentbutnotmasterful,andconsistentwithgrammarschooltrain-
ingandyouthfulness.Thevestryminutesentryrevealsanotherimportant
aspectrelevanttoRichardFrethorne.ItindicatesthatasonofChristopher
Frethornehadalreadybeenremovedtoanotherhousehold, thatof“Mr
Marsells,”bythechurchwardens.Thatthisactionwasadministeredbythe
churchwardensmeanstheremovalwasconductedinaccordancewithPoor
Lawprovisions.Thisnotationdemonstratesthatinalllikelihood,asare-
sultofhisbrother’sparishindentures,RichardFrethornewasawareofthe
parishindentureprocessaswellastermsofservice,protections,andcon-
ditionsthatcouldnegatecontracts.Itisimportanttorememberthatparish
indenturesdidnotprohibitfamilialinteraction.TheFrethornesprobably
maintainedcloserelationswiththeirindenturedchildsinceTowerHillis
onlyfourshortblocks(aboutthreehundredyards)eastoftheSt.Dunstan
intheEastParishchurch.17
 PreviousscholarshiphasbeenreluctanttoidentifyRichardFrethorne
asimpoverished.EmilyRose’semphasisonFrethorne’spoliticalconnect-
ednessdemandsthathefirstbeidentifiedasavoluntary,middling-class
apprentice.RosespecificallystatesthatFrethorneandhisfamilywerenot
poor,andgivesasevidenceFrethorne’scommenttohisparentsthat“you
hauegivenmorethenmydayesallowancetoabeggaratthedoore”(Fre-
thorne59).Sheinfersthatthe“allowance”wasmonetaryandthattheacts
ofgenerosityFrethornedescribedsignaledanonpoorstatusforthefamily
(Rose104).Thisreadingignorestwoimportantfactors.First,Frethorne’s
referencetohisallowanceisdirectlyprecededbyhisstatementthat“Ihaue
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eatenmoreinadayathomethenIhaueallowedmehereforaWeeke,”a
proximitythatshowsthatitwasfood,notmoney,thatFrethorne’sfather
gavetobeggars(Frethorne59).Thesecondfactoristhegeneroustenden-
ciesofpoorpeopleandthecharitytheyofferedtoeconomicoutcastslike
beggarswho,bydefinition,werenotlocalparishioners.Vagrancylaws,en-
actedascorollariestothePoorLaw,madebegging—forfoodormoney—
acapitaloffenseinEngland.Beggarswere,therefore,unlikelytopresent
themselvesatthedoorsofmiddlingfolks(orthearistocracy)forfearof
arrest. Thus this passage articulates the affinity of the Frethorne family
withpoorpeopleratherthanestablishinganon-poorstatusfortheFre-
thornes.Inaddition,theSt.DunstanintheEastvestryminutesrepeatedly
identify theFrethorne familiesas recipientsofparishalmsandaid.The
compassionatecharacterofSt.DunstanintheEastundoubtedlyencour-
agedRichardFrethorne’sappeal,asSt.Dunstan’spoorwerevaluedindi-
vidualsintheparishcommunity.InVirginiaFrethornewasoneofmany
“despisedpoor”parish-indenturedpoorchildrenwithoutanycommunal
protections.Frethorneprotestedmightilytohisparentsthatconditionsin
Virginiaweresomiserable that“peoplecrieoutday,andnight,Ohthat
theywere inEnglandwithout their lymbesandwouldnotcare to loose
anielymbetobeeinEnglandagaine”(58).ThePoorLawdesignatedlimb-
lesspeopleasunableratherthanunwillingtowork,aconditionthaten-
titledthemtoreliefeveninlesscharitableparishesthanSt.Dunstaninthe
East.ThatFrethornefantasizedaboutrespiteinalimblesscondition,orthe
needieststateenvisionedbythePoorLaw,forcefullydepictstheseverityof
hiscircumstances.
 ThePoorLawalsodeterminedthelengthofFrethorne’sindentureand
providescluesabouthisagein1623.FrethornetoldBatemanthatbecause
oftheIndianattacks,“thelandisruinatedandspoyled,andittwillnotbee
soestrongeagainenotthis12yeares”(41).TheVirginiacolonywasestab-
lishedfifteenyearsbeforeFrethornearrived inDecember1622.Martin’s
Hundred—theVirginiasettlementwhereFrethornelived—wasjustthree
yearsoldandthecolonialpatentsdidnotexpireintwelveyears.Frethorne’s
comment about “this twelve years” may, therefore, be self-referential. If
Frethornewasindenturedbyhisparishfortwelveyears,aswascommonly
done,thenhewastwelveyearsoldwhenhewrotethelettersfromVirginia,
becausethePoorLawstipulatedthatparishpoorboysbecontracteduntil
theageof twenty-four.Ayoungage is also indicated inFrethorne’s let-
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terstohisparentsinwhichFrethornetwicereferredtohimselfas“Iyour
Child”(58).Intheearlyseventeenthcenturyaboyidentifiedasachildwas
onewhohadnotyetreachedpuberty.Inaddition,Frethorneemphasized
hischildlikevulnerabilityinhisresponsestofear.Frethorneadmittedto
cryingagreatdealmorethanwouldbethoughtproperofanolderyouth:
“Ithoughtnoheadhadbeeneabletoholdsomuchwaterashathanddoth
dailieflowfrommineeyes”(62).
 It is apparent that Frethorne thought Bateman would be inclined to
moderatehissufferinginVirginiabysupplyingFrethornewithmorefood
andclothing.ThePoorLawrequiredmastersofparish-indenturedpoor
childrentoprovidetheirservantswithatleasttwosetsofclothing,shoes,a
cloak,andahat,aswellassufficientfoodandshelter(Cole23).Frethorne
informedBatemanthat“IwantClothesfortruelyIhauebutoneshirtone
Raggedone&onepayerofhose,onepayerofshoesonesuiteofCloothes”
(42).ThisdeliberateitemizationshowedBatemanthatFrethornewasnot
shortoneortwopiecesofclothing,buthadonlywhatheworeandthatso
raggedastoofferlittlerelieffromtheelements.InFrethorne’sfirstletter
tohisparents,writtentwoweeksafterthelettertoBateman,Frethornede-
tailedmorefullyhisclothingdeficiencies:

ButIhauenothingatall,nonotashirttomybacke,buttwoRagges
nornoClothes,butonepooresuite,norbutonepaireofshooes,but
onepaireofstockins,butoneCapp,buttwobandes,myClokeisstol-
lenbyoneofmyownefellowes,andtohisdyinghowerwouldnottell
meewhathedidwithitbutsomeofmyfellowssawhimhavebutterand
beifeoutofaship,whichmyClokeIdoubtpaidfor.(59)

Frethorne may have withheld the theft of his cloak from Bateman be-
cause the thiefwas“oneofmyowne fellowes”—that is, anotherparish-
indenturedchildfromSt.DunstanintheEastwhowasknowntoBateman
and theotherparishioners.Frethorne’saccountof the stolencloakmay
seempetty,butinearlyseventeenth-centuryEnglandsuchtheftwasaseri-
ousoffense.EdwardBarrett,aHertfordshirepeddler,waswhippedafter
heconfessedtostealingacloakin1604.Nineyearslateralaborernamed
StephenArundellwashangedforstealingseveralpiecesofclothing(in-
cludingacloak)(Cockburn17,129).Inotherwords,Frethorne’sallegation
againsthis“ownefellow”wasacrimeforwhichtheyoungmanwouldhave
beenwhipped,evenhanged,hadthecloakbeenstoleninEngland.
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 FrethornecomplainedtoBatemanthat“Iamalmostpined...soethat
IamliketoPerishforwantofsuccor&releife,”buthealsoreassuredBate-
man thatwhenhearrived inVirginia, “wehadmealeandprovision for
twentyandthereistendead”(42,41).ThePoorLaw,andVirginiaCom-
panypolicy,requiredparishestofurnisheachindenturedpoorchildwith
ayear’ssupplyoffood.YetafteronlythreemonthsinVirginia,Frethorne
toldhisparents that “since Icameoutof the ship, Ineveratanie thing
butpease,andloblollie(thatiswatergruell)”(58).Frethorneworriedthat
“ourprouisionwillnotlastetilltheSeaflowercomein”since“weehaueno
Cornebutasshipsdoreleiuevs”(“LettertoMr.Bateman”41;“Letterto
HisParents”62).Inthespringof1623,theSeaflowerwasjustbarelyover-
due, soFrethorne’s fear thathecould starvebefore it arrived shows the
extentoftheshortagesinthecolony.(Hewasunaware,aswastherestof
thecolony,thattheSeaflowerwasatthebottomofaBermudaharbor,acci-
dentlyblownupbyarecklesssailor.)Twovoluntarytradeapprenticesalso
describeddeficienciesinVirginiain1623.ThomasBestwrotehisbrother
onApril12that“[m]yMasterandallhishouseholdisliketobestaruedfor
wantofFood....Iamingreatdangerofstaruinge.”18HenryBriggtoldhis
brotherthat“tolettyouvnderstandhowIliueitisverymiserable,forhere
wehauebutawynequartofCorneforadayandnothingelsbutWater.”
BestandBriggwerebothvoluntarilyindenturedtoaMr.Atkins,acon-
ditionthatshouldhaveprovidedthemwithbetterprovisionsandgreater
protectionsthanthosegiventoparish-indenturedservantslikeFrethorne.
BriggandBestseparatelyreportedthatAtkinssoldthemtoavoidobliga-
tionstofeedthem.AccordingtoBest,“MyMasterAtkinshathsoldmefor
a150li[pounds]sterlinglikeadamndslaue”afterusing“mebaselie.”Brigg
chargedthat“[m]yMasterAtkinshathsouldme&therestofmyFellowes”
who“workehardfromSunrisingtoSunsettatfellingofTreesandwehaue
notvictuallsnotpastforxx[twenty]dayes.”Therearenootherrecordsof
BestorBriggsotheiroutcomesareunknown.
 ThesefoodshortageswerewidelyattributedtothePowhatanraidsof
1622, which disrupted agricultural activity in Virginia so that colonists,
according to Frethorne, “[c]ould not plant anythinge att all” (“Letter to
Mr.Bateman”41).Untilthenextsuccessfulharvest,thecolony’sservants
were largely dependent on supplies sent from England to sustain newly
arrivedservants.WhenFrethornelandedinVirginia,hisparish-provided
supplieswereconfiscatedanddevouredbythestarvingservantsalreadyin
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Virginia.Hereported,“thoseseruantesthatweretherebeforevswereall-
mostPined,andthentheyfelltofeedingesoehardofourprouisionthat
ittkilledthemthatwereouldVirginiansasfast,asthescurvie&bloody
fluxedidkillvsnewVirginians”(41).TheSeaflowerdisasterimperiledthe
colony,andvariousothertroublesmeantonlytwoofthetenvesselssched-
uledforVirginiaactuallyarrivedwithsuppliesinthespringof1623.Asa
result,foodwasscarceandwhatwasavailablewasexpensive.EdwardHill,
aVirginiaplanter,complainedthat“[a]hogsheadofMealeishereatxjli
[11pounds]Corneisatxxxs[30shillings]abushell.”
 ThehungerofFrethorne,Best,andBriggwasnotexperiencedbycolo-
nial elites who, though inconvenienced by the high costs of food or an
occasionalunavailabilityofmeat,hadsufficientnourishment,evenluxury
goods.Inresponsetothefoodcrisisin1623,WilliamRowlsley,asurgeon
inJamesCity,askedfriendsinEnglandto“sendmeaHoggesheadofBeife,
&someNeatesTongues.”Rowlsleyexplainedthatpeoplewereunwilling
tosellfood“fortheyallfearewant”andclaimedtherewasno“fleshtobe
hadatanyRate.”Atfirstglance,Rowlsleyseemedtoindicatethatevenhe
couldnotpurchase food.Rowlsley’s letter revealed, though, thathewas
able to buy provisions—“I bought me one Cowe at xviijli [twenty-eight
pounds]price”—andthathewassecureenoughtoforgopurchaseswhen
thepricewastoohigh:“Ihaueofferedxs[tenshillings]foraHenandgone
without.”ApersonalinventoryofsuppliessenttocolonistRobertBennett
showsthat inthespringof1623,whenFrethorne’srationsweresomea-
ger,Bennettreceived“19Buttesofexclentgoodwynes,750jarseofoylle,
16BarellesofResonesof theSonne,and18BarellesofRysse, tooehalfe
hoghedesofAllmondes,3halfehoghedesofwheateandonewhichwas
stavedatseae,18hoghedesofOlivesandsome5ferkenesofbutterandone
Chesse”(220).Bennettcommentedthatthisshipment,whicharrivedon
theAbigailwithFrethorne,was“thebestethatIreceivedsinceIcameinto
thelande”(220).RowlsleylikewisereassuredhisbrotherinEnglandthat
“[m]ywifeandIhaue...thebestfarethereforewearecontentedwefare
aswellasanypeopleintheland.”
 George Sandys, the company treasurer living in Virginia, attributed
someof theservants’ sufferings toprofiteering.HeaccusedtheVirginia
Company of deliberately undersupplying—by half—its immigrants as a
waytoreduceinitialoverhead:“maniecomeouerwthoutanieprovision,
andthoseyousetoutyourseluessofurnishedtohalues(amaineCause
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oftheirdebtesanddeathsandofyoursmallretournes)thattheymakea
dearthof aplentifullHarvest” (65).19 Sandysquestionedhow“shall ser-
veantsbefedandClothed”when“wee[are]vnabletosupplieanieoneof
theirwantswithouttheruyneofothers”(67).Othercolonistsblamedthe
hungeranddeathsoncompanypropagandasuchas“ADeclarationofthe
StateoftheColonyandAffairesinVirginia”thatportrayedVirginiaasa
landofplenty.Thecompanypublished“ADeclaration”in1620tocounter
“vnworthyaspersions”that“vnjustlystaineandblemishthatCountrey”by
describingwidespreadhungerandwant(308).The“Declaration”insisted
thatVirginia“Abound[s]withallGodsNaturallblessings:theLandreplen-
ishedwiththegoodliestWoodsintheWorld,andthosefullofDeere,and
otherBeastsforsustenance...[with]RiversfullofexcellentFish...[and]
bothWaterandLandyieldingFowleinverygreatstore”(308).Therewas
indeedmuchgameinVirginia,buthuntingprivilegeswerereservedfor
thecolonialaristocracyandthosewhocontrolledweaponsandammuni-
tionsupplies.SettlerThomasNiccollsderidedthesefulsomedepictionsas
theworkof“somelyingVirginians”andcomplainedtoSirJohnWolsten-
holme:“IftheCompanywouldallowtoeachmanapoundofbutterand
apoundofCheeseweekelytheywouldfindmorecomfortthereinthenby
alltheDeere,Fish,&FowleissotalkedofinEnglandofwhichIcanassure
youyourpooreseruantshauenothadsincetheircomingintothatCoun-
trey”(231).Frethornealsocomplainedtohisparents,“asfordeareorveni-
sonIneversawaniesinceIcameintothisland,thereisindeedsomefoule,
butWeearenotallowedtogoe,andgetyt”(58).
 ServantslikeFrethorneweredependentontheirmasters,butmiddling-
classplantersandtenants,manyofwhomhadindenturedservants,found
itdifficulttosecuresufficientfoodforthemselvesandtheirservants,both
beforeandafterthePowhatanWar,becausethe“chiefeComanders”con-
trolledthepriceforanddistributionoffood.InalettertoJosephFarrar,
PeterArundel,asettleratElizabethCity,remarked,“Icangetnoreleife
though I offer to pay for it” (231). Conscientious masters, like Arundel,
agonized over the need to reduce food allowances to servants because
theydidnothave,andcouldnotpurchase,sufficientprovisions.Arundel
worriedthat,“Ihauenotatthistymetomayntaeineme&mypeopletill
HaruestbutalittlemorethanhalfeabushelofEnglishmeale”(230).Some
masterswereunwillingtosharetheirindividualstoreswiththeirservants
andnolawcompelledthemtodoso.JohnRolfewasdisturbedbythepro-
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pensityofmastersto“puttout”servantstoscavengeforthemselves,espe-
ciallywhenmostofthemastershad“plenty.”In1621,RolfenotifiedEdwin
Sandys,whocontrolledamajorityofVirginiaCompanyshareholdervotes,
thattheColonialCouncilinVirginiaencouragedmasterstoabandontheir
servantswhenitwasfinanciallyadvantageousforthemaster:“Thepropor-
cionsofVictuallesbroughtforthose100.menfellsoshortthatCaptain
WeldenandMisterWhitakereswereforced(notwithstandingourplenty)
to putt out 50. or thereaboutes for a yere, by the Governors and Coun-
cellesadvise”(246).Althoughthecrisisof1622–23wasattributedtothe
Powhatanattacksand, therefore, consideredunprecedentedand tempo-
rallyisolated,evidenceindicatesthatthecrisismerelyintensified,andjus-
tified, existing practices. Frethorne’s master, William Harwood, was the
first governor at Martin’s Hundred, but for reasons unknown Harwood
wasrelievedofdutyamonthafterthePowhatanattackandreplacedby
RalphHamor.Harwoodretainedsomeofficialstandinguntilhisdeathin
1629,yetsofewrecordssurvivefromMartin’sHundredthatitisnotclear
ifHarwoodcontinuedtoreceivethemeanstosustainhimselfandhisser-
vants,ofwhichFrethornewasone,afterHamorreplacedhim.Inhislast
letter,FrethornedisclosedthatHarwoodintendedtoputhimouttoforage
forsustenance.Frethorne’sdesperationispalpableashetoldhisparents,
“Whatwillitbeewhenweeshallgoeamonthortwoandneverseeabitof
bread.asmyMasterdothsayWeemustdoe,andhesaidheeisnotableto
keepevsall,thenweeshalbeturnedvptothelandandeatebarkesoftrees,
ormouldesoftheGround”(62).VirginiasettlerGeorgeHarrisonbluntly
assessedtheconsequencesofthesemeasuresandsaidmoreservants“have
diedsincethanwereslaininthemassacre;andnohopesofagreatmany”
others(113–14).
 Christian ideals may have inspired efforts to send parish-indentured
poor children to the colonies, but profit maintained the practice. Very
quickly,thepoorchildrenbecameacrucialcomponentofthecolonialeco-
nomicsystembecausethefreelabortheyperformedstabilizedtheriskfor
middling planters and thus contributed to the sustained viability of the
colonialcommunities.PoryacknowledgedonSeptember30,1619,thatin
Virginia“ourprincipallwealth(Ishouldhauesaid)consistethinseruants,”
rather thantobaccoexports(“Letter”).Thepressure to improvecolonial
profitabilityandthegreatdistancefromparishoversighterodedbasicpro-
tectionsthechildrenweresupposedtohaveunderthePoorLaw.Therewas
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attheleastatacitagreementthattheColonialCouncilinVirginiawould
providecustodialsurveillance,butsomeofthecounselorswhocontrolled
the distribution and disposition of parish-indentured poor children in
Virginiaalsoprofitedfromtheirlabors,andoftenactedtopreserveself-
interestabovethewelfareoftheservants.Anotherimpedimenttotradi-
tionalformsofoversight,accordingtoPeterLinebaughandMarcusRedi-
kerinThe Many- Headed Hydra,wasVirginia’simplementationofmartial
law,which“reassert[ed]classdisciplinethroughlaborandterror”inthe
formofwhippingsandexecutionsthatestablished“newwaysoflifeand
death”fortheindenturedchildrenwhoseeffortsforself-preservationwere
increasinglycriminalized(30).Colonialcourtrecordsarerifewithallega-
tionsofservantmisconduct(runningaway,stealingfood,“impudent”be-
havior)thatresultedinoverlyharshpenalties.Manyindenturedservants
whodemandedfreedom,forinstance,wereconvictedofimpudenceand
sentencedtoadditionalyearsofservitude,even if theoriginalcontracts
hadexpiredbeforetheservantrequestedfreedom.20Theisolationimposed
bythecolonialconditionmeantthattheparish-indenturedchildrenlived
in an unregulated, nearly anonymous environment. Contemporaneous
estimatesbyNathanielRichandJohnSmithindicatethatapproximately
8,500poorchildrenweresenttoVirginiaasindenturedservantsbetween
1619and1625,yetnameswererecordedforonly165ofthesechildrenand
fewerthan1,250survivedmorethanacoupleofyears.21Parish-indentured
poor children were not supposed to be servants for life, but conditions
weresuchthatmostofthepoorchildreninVirginiawere,ineffect,inden-
tureduntildeath.
 Although many of the deaths could be attributed to preventable
causes—poor diplomacy that incited the Powhatan raids, undersupply-
ingthesettlers,andwithholdingservants’food—thegreatestkillerinthe
springof1623wasacontagiousdiseasecarriedtothecolonyontheAbigail.
LadyMargaretWyatt,likeFrethorne,arrivedontheAbigailandwrotethat
theshipwas“sofullofinfectionthatafterawhilewesawlittlebutthrow-
ingfolkesouerboord”(232).WhentheAbigail’sinfectedpassengersinter-
mingled with the established colonists, the Virginia population was re-
duced by half. Frethorne was exposed to the disease on board the ship
andatMartin’sHundred.AlthoughWyattandGeorgeSandysblamedthe
deathsonsome“stinkingbeere”ingestedfirstbytheship’spassengersand
laterbythedesperatecolonists,thereareindicationsthattheepidemicwas
aformofplaguethatrecurredwithfrequencyinEngland.
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 The high mortality rates for indentured servants that resulted from
thesepracticeswereproblematicforcolonialofficialsinEnglandnot,gen-
erally,becauseof thehumansuffering involved,butasevidenceofmis-
management that reducedrevenues.As thenumberofdeathsmounted,
colonialfactionsattributedculpabilitytorivals.NathanielRichappropri-
atedallofthecorrespondencesentfromVirginiaontheAbigailwhenitre-
turnedtoEnglandinthespringof1623,includingFrethorne’sletters.Asa
rivalofEdwinSandysinhisadministrationoftheVirginiaCompany,Rich
wantedinformationhecouldusetounderminehisadversary.Richcopied
correspondencefromtheAbigailanddistributedittocompanymembers,
the descriptions of which indicate that Frethorne’s letters supplied Rich
withthemostcompellingevidenceforadministrativeneglect.Aspecially
convenedcompanycourtonJune18,1623,addressedRich’sallegationsthat
“divers Masters in Virginia doe much neglect and abuse their servantes
therewithintollerableoppressionandhardvsage”andthat“diversPassen-
gerscameouerwithslenderandscanttprovisionstomaynteynethemafter
theirArryvall”(“ACourt”442,439).OnJuly1,1623,companymembers
discussed“priuatelettersthatcamebythelastshippsfromVirginia”that
reported“hisMajestiessubjectstherewereinaveriegreatwantandliketo
bestarved”(“AtaCourt”458–59).
 The Virginia Company’s official response blamed the starving immi-
grantsforviolatingcompanypolicyanddemandedthatthey“goebetter
provided here after to Virginia since the published Declaration (though
given to every man that went) did not seeme to haue effected itt” (“A
Court”440).Richchargedthattheprincipalreasonfortheexcessivefatali-
tieswas“[t]hesendingofsomanypeople...beforetheContreywasfitt
toreceauethembotheitherforlodgingorProuisions:athingwhichtovs
seemesvnexcusable[and]...[b]ystuffingoftheirShippsintheirpassages
withtoogreatanomber,forthelucre&gayneitseemesoftheownersof
theShipps”(“NotesofLetters”160).Whilethecompanywasquicktoex-
pressoutrageandformedacommitteeto“considerofthebestcoursethey
cannhowtheisegreeuancesandabusesmayberedressedandreformed,”
the interrelated motives of public perception and profit are evident in
thecompany’sconcernthatabusedservantswillbe“burdensometothe
Colony” (“A Court” 439). The company publically promised to alleviate
thehardshipsbutprivatelyclaimedithadnofundstodoso.JohnSmith
condemnedthecolonialpracticesofthosewhose“aimewasnothingbut
present profit.” He was particularly critical of investors and administra-
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tors“inLondonwhowereneverthere,thatconsumedallinArguments,
Projects,andtheirowneconceits;everyyearetryingnewconclusionsand
altering every thing yearely as they altered opinions, till they had con-
sumedmorethantwothousandpounds,andneereeightthousandmens
lives”(Advertisements272,270).
 RichardFrethorne’s letters compelled theVirginiaCompany to reex-
aminecolonialpractices,buthowMr.Bateman, andFrethorne’s family,
responded to the letters may never be known. Nathaniel Rich, who ex-
posedthecontentsofFrethorne’sletterstoexternalscrutiny,knewRobert
Bateman and probably delivered Frethorne’s letters to him. There is no
evidence to indicate the impact Frethorne’s letters had on either of the
Batemans,personallyorasparishadministrators.IfBatemanhad,asFre-
thornedescribedhim,“ahartwithmanyofthoseblessings”thatmakehim
merciful,thenquestionsabouthisreactionsmuststillcontendwithwhat
BatemanknewaboutFrethorne’slifeinVirginia(42).If,forinstance,Fre-
thorne’sletterswereBateman’sprimarysourceofinformationonthecolo-
nialsituation,hehadevidencethatthoughsuffering,Frethornehadsur-
vivedthetransatlanticcrossing—whenmanydied—andhesurvivedthe
epidemicthatkilledhalfthecolony.Theotherreportsofdeathanddisease
thatarrivedontheAbigailsubstantiatedFrethorne’sclaimssothatitwas
possibleforBatemantoconcludethatFrethornewasincrediblyfortunate.
SuchaninterpretationofFrethorne’scircumstanceswasallthemorelikely
since,unbeknownsttohim,ChristopherandJoaneFrethorne(hisprob-
ableparents)weredead.TheydiedwithindaysofeachotherinDecember
1622andatthesametimethatRichardarrivedinVirginia.
 SteveHindle,inOn the Parish? The Micro- Politics of Poor Relief in Rural 
England c 1550–1750,assertsthat“thebind[ing]outofpauperchildrenwas
arguablythemostcontroversialissueinthejudicialinterpretationofthe
Elizabethan poor law,” especially when they were contracted to masters
inthecolonies(195).ThiswasmoretrueoftheruralcommunitiesHindle
studied.However, in most citiesdocumentary evidence indicatesother-
wise,andtherearevalidreasonsfortheurbanperspective.Eveninclosely
kniturbanparisheslikeSt.DunstanintheEast,Batemanhadonlytowalk
London’s streets toseehungry,diseasedchildrenwhohadnoprospects
forhealth,food,orwork.Infact,St.Dunstan’sparishregistersshowthat
dozensofinfantsandchildrenfromelsewhereinthecitywereabandoned
on theparish’s streets,manywere founddead,andhundredsofparish-
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ionerswerekilledbyplagueduringthe1620sandthe1630s,perhapseven
Frethorne’sparents.WhenthehardshipsofVirginiawereweighedagainst
thedestitutioninLondon,questionsabouturbanchurchwardens’motiva-
tionsforindenturingpoorchildrentoVirginiabecomequitecomplicated.
Addtothisquandarytheinflatedrepresentationsofreadilyavailablefood
andworkinVirginia,anditbecomesunderstandablewhyacompassion-
atechurchwarden,likeBateman,agreedtoindenturehisparish’spoorchil-
dreninVirginia.
 Inhisletters,ascaredanddesperateRichardFrethornepleadedtoBate-
manandhisparents,“doenotforgetme.”TheintimacyFrethorneshared
withhisparentsandBatemanandthecontentofhislettersshowthatFre-
thornedidnotfearbeingforgottenasachildorparishioner.Rather,Fre-
thornewrotetoremindBateman,andtohavehisparentsremindBateman,
ofSt.DunstanintheEast’sparishobligationstohimundertheEnglish
PoorLaw.Frethorne’slettersareusuallyreadasevidenceoftheharshcon-
ditionsearlyVirginiacolonistsendured.Butlifewasnotuniversallyharsh
and we misread Frethorne’s letters when we divorce their contents, and
hisindentures,fromthecontextofthe1601PoorLaw.RichardFrethorne
isrepresentativeofa largecolonialpopulationofunfreechildrenthat is
almostentirelyundocumentedandthuseasilyoverlooked.Frethorne’slet-
terscomplicateinterpretationsofcolonialindenturedservitudeasaroute
toindividualimprovementandprovideuswithopportunitiestoexamine
theplaceofpovertyinearlycolonialendeavors.Frethorne’slettersdemand
thatwe“doenotforget”thatparish-indenturedchildren, likeFrethorne,
werecrucialtotheEnglishcoloniallegacyinAmerica.

notes

 1. Oftheotherpeoplewhoimmigratedbetween1607and1699,33,200wereslaves,
2,300wereconvicts,and66,300werefree.SeeFogleman44.

 2. Salinger’sthoroughassessmentofscholarshiponindenturedservitudedemon-
stratesthetendenciesofscholarstoconcentrateonnonparishindentures.

 3. SeeSlack,English Poor Law–.
 4. Fortheentiretextofthelegislation,seePickering.
 5. TheSt.DunstanintheEastparishregisterforbirths,deaths,andmarriagesis

incomplete for theyearsbetween1600and1630,withmonths(evenyears) in
whichnoeventswererecorded.Theregisterdoesshowthat inSt.Dunstanin
theEasttherewerethreeadultmaleFrethornesfatheringchildren:Christopher
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andtwoJohnFrethornes.BothoftheJohnFrethorneshadsonsnamedRichard,
neitherofwhomistheRichardwhowrotefromVirginia.OneoftheseRichards
diedshortlyafterbirthin1617;theotherRichard,whowasthesonoftheparish
clerk,completedhispewtererapprenticeshipinJanuary1621,obtainedhisfree-
dom,becameacitizenofLondon,andworkedasacoppersmith.Therefore,the
RichardwhowrotetoBatemanwaslikelyChristopher’sson(St.Dunstaninthe
East“VestryMinutes”;Ricketts99).

 6. ThegenerosityofSt.DunstanintheEast’sseventeenth-centurypoorreliefwas
negativelyarticulatedbyArthurWest,aVictorian-erarectoroftheparish,as“ex-
pensive,andasdestructiveofself-respect,asanyhospitalityofthemonasteries
hadbeen”(Church55).

 7. Sea coalswasthetermgiventomineralcoalusedforheatingandcooking.Arti-
factssoldbytheparishincludedhalberds,swords,armor,andcrests.

 8. IwanttothanktheJervoisefamilyforallowingmeaccesstotheirfamilydocu-
ments, including the Alderbury Hundred records, at the Hampshire Record
OfficeinWinchester.

 9. RosearguesthatFrethorneisfromtheparishofFrethorneinGloucestershire,
fromwhichhetookhisunusualsurname,andthatBatemanisafamilyfriend.
RosealsoidentifiedFrethorneasavoluntarytradeapprentice.

10. Virginia Company records listed shareholders in rank order, not alphabetical
orderorbytheamountoftheinvestment.Bateman’snameappearsinthemiddle
of theB list, indicatinghismoderatestatus(VirginiaCompany,“Declaration”
319).ThelargestshareholderswereThomasWest,LordDelaWare(fortyshares),
andWilliam,theEarlofPembroke(thirty-twoshares);SirEdwinSandysowned
nineshares.Moderate investors typicallyhadfourtoeightshares.There isno
recordofBatemanintheStatePapersofKingJamesI,andheisnotmentioned
inthecorrespondenceofJohnChamberlainorDudleyCarleton,courtobservers
whoselettersprovidethemostcomprehensiveinformationaboutpersonsinand
aroundtheJacobeancourt.

11. Fatherlessdidnotonlymeanorphaned.Achild’swhosefatherwasunableorun-
willingtoworkwasalsoregardedasfatherlessbecausethechildhadnoparental
support.

12. Pory, the Virginia Company secretary in Virginia (1619–22), was allied with
NathanielRichinthelatter’scampaignagainstEdwinSandysdiscussedlater.

13. ThelocationoftheManchesterCollectionispresentlyunknown.
14. NathanielRich’stranscriptionofFrethorne’sletterstohisparentscontainsonly

one salutation, at the beginning of the first letter, dated March 20, 1623 (Fre-
thorne, “Letter to His Parents”). The document has, however, three signatory
closures,thelasttwoaccompaniedbythedatesofApril2andApril3,1623,indi-
catingthatFrethornecomposedonthreedifferentoccasions.

15. Italicsindicateexpansionsofwordsabbreviatedinthemanuscript.Kingsbury’s
transcriptionscontainwholephrasesandsentences in italics,butwithoutany
notationstoexplainwhytheitalicswereused.Becausenopatternofuseisdis-
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cernable,andbecauseexpansionsareusually identifiedby italics,Kingsbury’s
italicshavebeenconvertedtoregulartypeface.

16. FerdinandFrethorneisalsolistedasFredericFretherenfromSt.Dunstaninthe
East(VennandVenn180).RobertFrethorneattendedCambridgefrom1631to
1633butdidnottakeadegree;Christopher(sonofJohn,theparishclerk)Fre-
thornegraduatedfromOxfordin1637(Foster536).There is little information
aboutmenwhoattendedorgraduatedfromeitherOxfordorCambridgebefore
1600.ThesurvivingrecordsforOxfordandCambridge listgraduates; there is
verylittlesurvivinginformationaboutboyswhowereenrolled,attended,butdid
notcompletetheirdegrees.

17. Itwaspossible forachildwhowas indentured locally tobeallowedto liveat
home.Seventeenth-centuryLondonwascompactandparishesweresmall,com-
prisingonlyafewblocksofspace.Therewerenineparishes,includingSt.Dun-
stanintheEast,ina600-by-200-yardsectionofLondonthatwasborderedon
theeastbyTowerHill(andtheTowerofLondon),andbyFishStreettothewest
(andtheoldLondonBridge),TowerStreettothenorth,andtheRiverThamesto
thesouth.

18. ThomasBest’sandHenryBrigg’sletterswere,likeFrethorne’s,sentfromVirginia
toEnglandaboardtheAbigailandinterceptedbyNathanielRich.Richdidnot
copytheBestandBrigglettersinfull,butcreatedabstractsthatcontaineddetails
thathefoundmostpoliticallyuseful(Rich,“NotesTaken”).

19. Richaddedaparentheticalcomment“meaningthecompany”tofurtheriden-
tifySandys’s “your selues.”GeorgeSandys, theyoungestbrotherofSirEdwin
Sandys,servedastreasurerinVirginiafrom1621to1625.

20. SeeRich,“NotesofLetters”4.158–59andSmith,Advertisements268.Seealsothe
petitionofthewidowJaneDickensonforherfreedomdatedMarch30,1624.

21. AccordingtoSmith,“TheCompanyinEnglandsay7.or8.Thousand:theCoun-
cell inVirginia saybut2200.or thereabouts” (Advertisements 302, fn4).Rich
chargedthatmorethan8,000liveswerelost.SeeRich,“NotesofLetters”158–59.
SeealsoLinebaughandRediker59.
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