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The leaders of Massachusetts 
organized the colony in self governing 
towns. Groups of settlers received a 
land grant from the colony’s 
government and then constructed 
houses in a central area and used land 
on the outskirts for farming. Some land 
was used communally by the town. 
Each town had its own Congregational 
Church. Each, according to a law of 
1647, was required to establish a 
school, since the ability to read the 
Bible was central to Puritan belief. 



In 1641, a Puritan minister wrote the 
Massachusetts Body of Liberties, the first set of 
laws in New England. It include basic rights such 
as 
● Freedom of speech 
● The right to a trial by jury 
● The right to post bail to get out of jail 
● The right to fish or hunt on public land
● A ban on cruel and unusual punishment. 

It also contained the first law in British America 
allowing slavery, stating that slaves could be 
anyone “taken captive in just war...or strangers 
sold to us.” 



Because reading the Bible was so important, Massachusetts passed a law in 1647 that all towns with 50 
households or more must have schools in order to teach children to read. The New England Primer was the first 

reading textbook designed for the American Colonies. It became the most successful educational textbook published in the 
17th century (1600s) colonial United States and it became the foundation of most schooling before the 1790s. Below is an 

example of a page from the book.



Think the Cedar Shoals Dress Code is 
Bad? In 1651, Massachusetts passed a 
“sumptuary law”--a law regulating what 
people could wear. Puritans in New 
England could not wear silver, gold, lace, 
silk, hoods, scarves, anything with slashes 
in the sleeves or anything embroidered 
unless you were wealthy (wealthy people 
were considered to have better morals). 
These items were considered “vain” 
(pretentious or flashy) and unnecessary. 
Anyone who broke the law would be fined 
the equivalent of $53,000!

Typical Puritan clothing



Harvard University was founded in 
1636 in Boston to train ministers










