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that Furopean Americans not only could, but should slowly introduce
them to civilization, Or a8 it is now called, civil society. This ideology helped
legitimate the colonization and domination of Native Americans and

African Americans: it was for their own long-term good.”

The ideology was only complete from the standpoint of European Amer-
icans. On the one hand, Native Americans persisted with their own natural
soundways, which show continuities from the seventeenth-century Jesuit
accounts to the nineteenth-century Bureau of Ethnology accounts to mod-

ern folktales, ethnographies, and current practices. There was change over

time, but there were also strong continuities that flew in the face of the
civil/ savage discourse. On the other hand, African Americans used the dis-
juncture between their attributed ¢ primitive” nature and their own natural

soundways to employ their own legitimizing rituals, unperceived by whites
even as they recorde and African Ameri-

4 them. Both Native Americans
cans created and maintaine tside the domain of

d natural soundways ou
white colonizing discourses about natural sounds.
The distinction between civil

nary opposites. It mirrors many of the traits of the literacy
tion. Seen this way, the project of constructing ahistorical “oral” peoples
with certain inherent traits can be understood as 2 modern legitimization
of colonialism, whether internal, as in the case of Native Americans and
African Americans by the United States, or external, as in the case of “west-

“ern” cultures Vis-a-vis today’s “Other,” often located in Africa or sSOmE part

of the third world. While it is no longer proper to talk of them as primi-
tive, or of westerners as especially civilized, it is still acceptable to speak of

«oral” cultures and their failure or inability to embrace civil society.
historicize those categorized as “oral” and

Ultimately the task here is to

to show how that category holds better for a certain sector of literate sev-

enteenth-century European Americans than for anyone else at that time. -
To do this, we must introduce the sounds that humans made: but how to
do this when sounds are so evanescent? Natural sounds stayed more or less .
constant over time: thunder now sounds much asitdid then. Perhaps some :
human sounds, then, are less ephemeral than scholars of orality can S€€ as.
well. To begin to recover human-made sounds, we must postpone an €
gagement with the parts of the soundscape reducible to print and writing
and put off engaging with voice at all for the moment, as we turn to the 1
strumental sounds that people used to construct early American societie

There we will find soundscapes that can sometimes stll be heard today.
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a. Photograph by author.

Fig. 2.1 Ministet’s bell, Christ Church, Philadelphi

into the floor of the belfry before it escapes through the belfry walls’ sound

openings which begin a few feet above the floor, about halfway up the
bells” sides. There are two reasons why the bells are quieter nowadays. . . -
First, the belfry serves to muffle rather than amplify the ringing because
the bells are no longer swung; thus the lips of the bellsno longer pointout
the belfry openings when the bell sounds. Second, the swinging of the clap-
per rather than of the bell creates far fewer vibrations and thus much less
volume. The trappings of the old way of ringing the bells remain, however,
making it easier to explain not only why the bells are quieter now, but also

why they were louder then.

Bells were usually hung from an axl
alittle more than the height of the bell. T
but were clamped down or set into a square h
hundreds of pounds, a bell was rung by pulling
ley. The pulley used the bell’s weight to help bring
side-down position, with the clapper held against the lowest part of the
bell’s sound bow (just above the lip) by inertia. A “stay” prevented the bell
from turning all the way around in its frame. As the bell began its descent,
the clapper was still ascending. When the highest part of the lip of the bell

e affixed to a pulley having 2 radius
he ends of the axle rotated freely
eavy timber frame. Weighing
arope attached to the pul-
the bell nearly to an up-

Fig. 2.2 Abellhungin i
\ hung in its frame. Adapted b thor £ 3
cal Remarks of Belfries and Ringers (L()ngon, 15;3;;; l;falll;og] Henry Thotnas Eilacombe, Pracic
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had descended about a third of the way, the clapper would strike the sound

bow on the high side and project anote downward and outward off the lip
of the bell. Thatis why bells are said to “ring out” when rung properly. The
force of the descent would carry the bell, with an assisting pull from the
bell ringer, to its ascent on the opposite side, the clapper resting against
the sound bow again, repeating the process. A heavy bell took time to be
rung, for its own weight had to be used to get it swinging properly. Bells
sounded best when set high in a belfry designed to reverberate and am-
plify the sound. This kind of bell ringing put a tremendous stress on the
structure that housed it. The frame that held the bells would be set diago-
nally rather than squared with the belfry walls, displacing the stress onto

the strongest parts of the structure.

In the previous chapter we questioned a seemingly natural division in

soundscapes, between what we now understand as agentless natural sounds
and those that are made with buman intent. In doing so, we uncovered be-
liefs about “natural” sounds that differed from more modern beliefs in two
important ways, namely that all sounds had agents and that sounds had a
tangible power that we no longer grant them. It is now time to return to
sounds made by human agents, still leaving aside voice. These instrumen-
tal soundways all have earthly agents at the source, sO the first feature of
seventeenth-century natural soundscapes becomes moot. The second still
holds. Instrumental sounds were granted a tangible power.
What can we tell about early America from the sounds of things? In this
chapter, early American soundways are situated within the study of mate-
rial life, the culture of things.’ Although the instruments are inanimate,

human minds and hands always crafted and used them. Moving from “nat
¢ next consider instrumental

aral” to human sounds, this chapter and th
soundways. Socially important instruments such as bells and drums are the
part of the instrumental soundscape considered here. These instrumental

sounds acted as a powerfully cohesive force used to build social order and
govern traffic with worlds both visible and invisible.

Early Americans O
used sonic instruments to create, ch
tural milieus. First, European Americans use
tend the limits of community beyond the realm of face-to-face encounters,
and to shape social structures within or against those limits. In cross-cul-

tural negotiations, Furopean Americans encountered Native American in-

sorumental soundways in which sounds stoo
group identity. African Americans use
reconnect, often in new ways, their disrupted social, religious,

possible) political lives.

and (where

£ all ethnicities carefully considered, designed, and
allenge, and negotiate social and cul- -
d instrumental sounds to €x- -

d in an important relation to
d drums and other instruments to :
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soundways, it keeps us d;:;llltarslcgizg zfl‘(r)llf1 : ;?htY- e o
" 5, 1t keey : oment more from the thi
latzl;;;)r;tlll?; ;scsufiz s:r;oundmg the consideration of oral culture, ar}:dcgfet
e izmlv eehuce the §01.1ndsc61pe to spoken language. Instru-
menta sounds involve u{fr}llan mar.npulatlons of a soundscape, allowing us
oo ot e of human intent excluded from the preceding: ex-
por Sound.. an sounds. In short, we can find out what people did
Attentic i
o ta;ll;lg);) ;c; ;zsir}lulﬁ:}?;al soundways underscores how mistaken it is to
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e reducible to vision via writing and

part of sounded languag
ctively stand for the primitive past,

d in this way, it can sedu
n-extensive way of thinking.
The sonic means of extending civil society’s reach that early Americans
practiced, many of them not easily rendered visible, have been silenced in
written and printed texts. While this has been the convention, there is no
inherent reason that sonic evidence cannot be assessed as well as the vi-
sual. Soundways belong to a world set aside rather than lost. The material
culture of soundways is much more permanent than scholars of orality
would allow sound to be. Old rings of bells, for example, produce sound

in the same ways now as then. Such things provide a record as useful as a
text, Changes over time in their design, importance, and uses provide us
with a means of better understanding early Americans’ mental worlds.

generally that
print. Subsume
a foil for civility, a no

Tintinnabulum Coelestis Benedictione Persunde

Americas a rich repertoire of material
sponses to a nonh d, thunder. The practice of ringing bells to
counter thunder’s damaging power is the simplest, yet in some ways most
difficult, point of departure for listening in on material soundways. It is
simple because the sounds of thunder are more or jess the same oW as

t invisible agents can be

they were then. It is difficult because the belief tha
reached via bells has been marginalized, giving way to observability as the

chief criterion of truth. The beliefs no longex seem believable. They seem

like magic, not science.
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sounds of bells, “the cloudes may soon be dispersed or drlveré av:z.iafzz
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The Politics of Joy o
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-d nation and the invisible realm of
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Instrumental sounds served local communities as much as they did an
incipient British nationalism. People rang in their own communities in
calling curfews—a practice dating back to William the Conqueror. They
rang out on Rogation Days, when a priest would walk the perimeter of his
parish ringing bells. With the very social order at stake, governing access

1o a town’s bells was critically important. Bells protected the community
and brought it together in tolling alarms for fires and calls to arms. Tn
1381, English bells were commandeered to start a peasant revolt. Rumors
ofarepeatabounded in Essex in 1566. In 1 569, the North of England used
bells to call its inhabitants to rebel.?

By the end of the sixteenth cen tury, national unity began to be expressed
by ringing bells on “crownation day” throughout all of England simulta-
neously. Across the country, the sounds of local bells marked the full ex-
tension of the nation. When they sounded a national identity into being
by giving it a public hearing, their reasons were local and their own as well
as national. They rang in the nation much like they rang in the years and
the seasons.'? [t was a way of belonging to something larger than the face-
to-face community, whether that something was located in space, as was the
nation, or in time, as was the calendar and the seasons.

What happened to these instrumental soundways when they were car-
ried over to places with no English institutional structures in place? Among
the first things they did, colonial settlers put their soundscapes in order to
create new societies. Besides recreating the familiar, the settlers used in-

strumental sounds to cross cultural boundaries and communicate in new
ways.

Patience and Delivery

The 1609 hurricane that wrecked the Sea Venture deposited its passen-
gers into a political theorist’s dream laboratory, the uninhabited islands of
Bermuda. The would-be Virginians had to build what civil and social or-
der they could from scratch. Their ship was destroyed, leaving no hope for
an immediate escape. Survival was not the issue. There were plenty of life-
sustainihg plants, a sea full of cattle-sized tortoises, fish, and other edibles,
European pigs left on the island to breed decades before, and myriad
birds.!! But how would they create and maintain a social order? Admiral
Somers took charge of trying to fashion new vessels. The crew salvaged
parts from the wrecked Sea Venture. They scrapped all the wood, battered
and cracked as it was. There was plenty of that available on the islands.
Every scrap of metal, however, was carefully pulled out in the hope that
they could fit new vessels with the salvage,

They put one metal instrument right to use rather than saving it for the
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island held out better prospects than Virginia, and tried to secede. A min-
ister’s clerk named Stephen Hopkins made “substantial arguments both
civil and divine (scripture falsely quoted)” that Gates'’s authority as gover-
nor ceased with the shipwreck, and that “they were all then freed from the
government of any man.” For Gates to govern at all, such wildness had to
be quashed. Gates used the Sea Venture's bell to hold the provisional Bermu-
dian society together. He had it rung to assemble the whole company,

bringing Hopkins before them all in manacles. The chains bound the wild-
ness and anarchy promised by Hopkins’s words, but the sound of the bell
was what bound the community, Hopkins, and Gates together in a public
enactment of civil government. Hopkins was charged with mutiny and re-

bellion and sentenced to death, though he “made such a moan” that he
was reprieved.4

During the nine months that they were stranded on the Bermudas, the
sound of the wrecked ship’s bell brought a sense of order and familiarity
to what would otherwise have been a stateless chaos. Although Somers lost
his life in the process, the castaways were able to build two new ships—the
Patience and the Delivery—from local cedars and the salvaged rigging from

the shipwreck. Gates maintained his government over the whole com

pany
for the duration of their

stay on the island. On May 10, 1610, the survivors
boarded the two new ships, no doubt ringing the bell once more to do so,

and set sail for Virginia, weatherin g another tremendous thunderstorm off
the coast of North America.l®

Sounding the Chesapeake

After miraculously surviving a destructive natural storm, Gates landed
in a civil tempest at the strugglin g colony of Jamestown. “Much grieved” by
the “misery and misgovernment” of the colony, he set about restoring or-
der as soon as his feet hit land. “First visiting the church,” according to Stra-
chey, Gates “caused the bell to be rung, at which all such as were able to
come forth of their houses repaired to church.” Those thus rung in heard
aprayer after which Gates’s commission was published by reading it aloud,
installing him as governor by doing so. Gates’s first three actions used

sound—bells, preaching, and proclamation—to ritually reconstruct and
redefine Jamestown, setting the people in their proper relation to God, to
England, to Virginia's wilderness, and (o each other. While the content of
that restructuring may have been spelled out in the documents he carried,
the act of setting it into motion was done with the chapel bell. ‘
Soon after his being sworn in as governor, Gates installed a second bell
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first appears in print in 1607.!6 Earshot was an effective measure of the

limits of a community for two reasons. First, it extended the community

beyond the face-to-face, as discussed above. Second, sounds intrude on the
ears involuntarily. The sound.of the bell was itself a force, a shot, not a dec-
laration or a command. It compulsorily drew in all “who were able.”

While bells held a particularly rich network of cultural meaning for the
Jamestown voyagers, they were by no means the only instruments of sound
that played an important role in ordering the society. High-status deaths,
whether of people or the colony itself, were marked by volleys of gunshot
and ordnance as well as bells.
Rituals of capture and possession had important sonic dimensions.

When the leaders of the first Jamestown expedition agreed to a site on

which to plant the colony in 1607, they let loose a ritualized fanfare of
trumpets as part of the process. of legitimating their claim upon the land

for colony and king. Along with drums their sound was used to hail enemy

shipsin battle as wel] as to signal their own ships in peace. When Jamestown

was briefly abandoned in 1610, Gates “commanded every man at the beat-

ing of the drum to repair aboard” the departing ships. They left “about
noon, giving a farewell with a peal of small shot” to an mvisible audience.
A few hours later they serendipitously ran into a new supply convoy carry-
ing Lord De La Warre to Jamestown, so they turned around and went back.
When De La Warre arrived, the settlers were assembled by the sound of
the bell and he became governor with the public reading aloud of his com-
mission. :

Instrumental sounds were also valued at sea. Trumpeters and drum-
mers were a regular component of ships’ crews. Trumpeters were usually
thought important enough to garner a quadruple share of pay, the same
as a boatswain, or a surgeon, and almost double that of common sailors.
To capture an enemy ship, one had to “sound drums and trumpets and St.
George for England” (and of course, win the battle). Once possessed, “out
goes the boat, they are launched from the ship side, entertaine them with
a generall cry, God save the Captaine and all the company with the trum-
pets sounding.” More mundane tasks also required trumpet blasts to be
carried out properly. Smith advised would-be shipmasters: '

The Trumpeter is always to attend the captains command, and to sound
either at his going ashore or comming aboord; at the entertainment of
strangers, also when you hale a ship, when you charge board or enter; and
the poope is his place to stand or sit upon, if there be a noise they are to at-
tend to him, if there be not every one he doth teach to beare a part the Cap-

taine is to incourage him, by increasing his shares, or pay and give the master
Trumpeter a reward.1?
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were ways of making sounds louder, thus amplifying or extending the
range of earshot. One consequence of this soundway was the ability to push
the limits of community and civil order beyond face-to-face contact. Print
also extended these capabilities using the visible world, but in different
ways, with different consequences. :

Sounds with no visible sources, such as thunder, were considered por-
tentous for precisely that reason. So too with human sounds. Obviously,
the immediate source behind the ringing of bells was human—except in
the case of earthquakes, where the ringing of bells was portentous indeed.
There could be invisible human sources as well. Thus Gates could cause
the bell to ring without ever touching it and its peal could assemble the
community because it carried not only Gates’ will, but the powers of state
that descended through the Virginia company’s royal charter, which in
turn came from the king, whose power came from divine right. All sounds
had agents, and the more human the sound, the more agents it was likely
to have acerued in being issued, particularly when that sound was an inte-

gral part of defining the limits of a civil society where church and state
functioned together.1?

Conversing with Powhatan

So far we have been considering the colonists as if they were conversing
only with themselves and the heavens. Jamestown’s earliest settlers were
very attentive to First Nations soundways, and vice versa, At first, both Na-
tive Americans and the new settlers had the obstacle of language separat-
ing them, so the instrumental sounds they made often stood in for
language, making them doubly significant. While for Europeans loud in-
tercultural sounds were part of “rituals of possession,” for Native Ameri-
cans they were important markers of group identity. The sounds of
gunshot were quickly associated with the comings and goings of the in-
vaders, and became expected.

European Americans understood that Indians were impressed by loud
sounds but often missed the association with group identity. Father White,
a missionary to Maryland, reported in 1634 that the Chesapeake Ameri-
cans “trembled to hear our ordinance, thinking them fearefuller than any
thunder they had ever heard.” John Smith maintained that Indians
throughout the Chesapeake revered loud sounds such as thunder and the
reports of the colonists’ guns. The Powhatans had a concept similar to man-
#ou, which Smith made the most of. At the Tockwough River, he gained In-
dian allies by “firing 2 or g rackets [rockets]” over the river. On account of
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Fig. 2.4 Alistening post on the edge of
a ripe cornfield. This print was made
by Theodore DeBry from watercolor
paintings by John White. Courtesy of
the Library of Congress.

one conversations that Anglo-Americans would have held more privately.
This hints at public and private being constructed along different lines in
native and white communities. Theodore DeBry’s engraving (based on
eyewitness John White’s watercolor) of a Secotan village shows listening
posts in the American fields that reflected and amplified sounds.2* These
could be used to scare off birds, but their parabolic shape also collected
sounds, making this an audible sentry post—especially useful in the pres-
ence of English men willing to pilfer corn to stay alive.
The significance of instrumental sounds to First Nations people was
not lost on the colonists. “Wee might to this daye,” argued Smith, “have
wrought more amongst them by the Beating of a Drumme, that [than?]
now wee can by the fieringe of a Canon.” Powhatan’s people were edgy
about the coming of the English. Strachey wrote that “straunge whispers
(indeed) and secrett{s] at this hower run among these people and possess
them with amazement. ... Every newes and blast of rumour strykes
them. .. . The noyses of our drumms of our shrill Trumpets and great Or-
dinance terrefyes them so as they startle at the Report of them, how soever
far from the reach of daunger.” Having gone out on another food-barter-
ing expedition, Smith, Captain Newport, and Master Scrivener left their
boat and marched toward the sachem Powhatan with one of them blasting
a trumpet for effect. Smith impressed Powhatan with descriptions of Eu-
ropean wars featuring trumpets and drums. At another juncture when
things were tense between the two leaders, Smith told Powhatan that the

Indians will know when the English are going to fight because they will
sound their “drums and trumpets.”?>
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Bells, guns, and trumpets also alerted the colonists of impending dan-
ger. Once, while men were planting corn and cutting down trees outside
the safety of the fort, they heard an alarm-—either gunshot or bells—from
the village. Thinking this warning from the center was an Indian attack,
they were relieved to discover it was a long-overdue supply ship. Another
time, Opechancanough captured Smith while he was split off from the
other two members of his party. The two were supposed to fire their guns
at the first sign of Indians to warn him. Hearing “aloud cry and a halloing
of Indians, but no warning peece,” Smith knew he was in trouble and that
his companions were captured or dead. When Opechancanough’s men
surrounded Smith, he fired his gun a few times, the sound of which kept
them back, but ultimately he slipped in some mud and had to surrender
his guns.*®

At the behest of the Indians as much as the colonists, political comings,
goings, agreements, and wars were all publicly marked with great sounds.
Upon departing from a particularly friendly diplomatic foray to the Indi-
ans on the eastern shore of the Chesapeake, the colonists—at the parting

request of their hosts—fired off a loud volley of gunfire to which the In-
dians responded with a loud shout.2” This exchange of sounds was a
demonstration of political power and identity, mutually understood across
barriers of language and culture. The terms of the exchange were set as
much by the Indians as the colonists.

The colonists’ lives depended on properly understanding their new
soundscapes. Strachey noted that alarms traveled up the James River faster
than the colonists ever could. Their comings and goings were always
known in advance by the Indians. Communication networks along. the
shoreline were well established and quick. Smith, not content to observe,
tested the speed of the network by spreading false rumors to Indians near

d then traveling upriver, where he would hear the same ru-

Jamestown an
28 The idea of a communication network would have been

mor repeated.
odd to the colonists in this time before the advent of media that could

travel faster than human messengers. The Indians’” quick communication
would have seemed impossible or even diabolical.

In the second decade of the seventeenth century, Powhatan and then
Opechancanough lulled the colonists into a belief that all was well. They
began to let down their guard, gradually drifting out of earshot from each
other to start small plantations, further encroaching on Indian Jands. On
March 22, 1622, Opechancanough put the full force of the First Nations
communication network into action. The Indians attacked the widely scat-
tered settlements “at one instant,” hitting plantations “one hundred and
fortie miles up on [the James] River on both sides.” Smith found it partic-
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ularly remarkable that even though the Indian settlements were as small
and scat‘fcred as the English ones, the Indians were able to Lact inc Hia‘
The Indians 1.<illed some 347 colonists that day, nearly a thir'd of ;r;c‘]::“-
glish po.pulatlon. Although the argument is implicit rather than expli i
(tililg In(thzmsl had czmmunication networks that the colonists adrnirelZl ll()jll;;
notunderstand. Smith was unable to explai ; scat
,‘Indlans had been in such good communicalt)i;rllr::;::l tt}}i“:?e?z ;Ciuelzed
ically together. The colonists responded by once again rin yin in tP(; p YS-
tlements. Twenty-five of the Virginia settlements were orde%edgabatl(ie , Sj-
and ’the' settlers moved into the remaining six. Lacking the Nativ: A(l)r: i
cans’ skills at communicating effectively over a scattered area, the :ol s
returned to within earshot of their fellows for safety. The elja of 1 tODIStls
tu_ral communication was over, much too late by Smith’s estimat ’_Iil'her;u -
glish cut off general communications with the Indians and ?ou }ft 0
remove Fhem from the Chesapeake altogether by any méans necesg t;;
Rung in by bells, never safely living beyond earsh_ot;no matter ho:rry 11
extendeld by guns, trumpets, shouts, and bells—instrumental soundwe
and their consequent soundscapes bound the early Chesapeake col W'a‘ys
togetlller, but not necessarily so close as a face-to-face cfmmun'o 0“{;“
colqmsts pushed the Indians back in the 1620s and 1630s ahd be ;Z.O )
again to spread out of earshot. They would suffer another attackgin 1 6nc-e
but by that time there were too many English invaders to wipe th o
completely. The colonists were there to stay, and a new tobacc(Ebaset:in[1 1('Jut
tation economy began to take hold. Later seventeenth-century Chesa . ‘1}?'
clllllrchfes seldom had bells, because ringing them was a futi]eye);ercisieiarll Z
foi:}tizl%r;l ec:;nomy where everyone lived far apart from neighbors and
. € plantation or farm became the locus of community rather tha
tl?e‘town or Vfllage. Tt also became the new place for bells, used to ord n
different sonic regime than that negotiated between the ,Indians andi;‘-i
first generation of settlers. The first generation of colonists did not simpI;
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Bells, Drums, and Shells in New England

Asin egrly]amestown, New England towns used instrumental sounds t
SrdfeNr their worlds. Bells were important from the very b(—:ginninlq oiIrl PZ;E
i;zltmzveiggl;ﬁ;i, ’(ltld great effort went in;o obtaining the best possible
! 3 y were usually crafted in England, although some were

ooty from captured buccaneers and others were imported from the




