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Cover illustration. This terra cotta bust of George Washington, copied from the original
by Jean-Antoine Houdon at Mount Vernon, has been on display since 1844 in the house
that is now Longfellow House-Washington’s Headquarters National Historic Site. It
symbolizes how Washington has been remembered there: with great admiration but some
distortion. Washington arrived at that house at the age of forty-three, untested on a
continental scale. Houdon sculpted Washington ten years later in 1785, after he had
proven himself as a general and national leader. Americans tend to view that success as
inevitable and picture Washington as an older man. The bust rests on two slices from the
Washington Elm, a Cambridge landmark thought in the nineteenth century to be where
the new general assumed command over the Continental Army. The story of that tree is
now considered to be largely a myth. This study attempts to examine Gen. Washington’s
work in Cambridge as he and the people around him experienced it at the time.
Photograph by Robert Cameron Mitchell.
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Figure 2. Map of Cambridge and Charlestown in 1776, a detail of Henry Pelnam’s “A Plan of Boston in New
England with its Environs,” drawn in Boston and published in London in 1777. (On this map, north is towards
the right.) After 17 June 1775 the British army held the Charlestown peninsula at bottom and built a large fort
on Bunker’s Hill. Over the following months, the Continental Army built forts on Winter Hill, Prospect Hill
(“Mount Prospect”), Plowed Hill, Cobble Hill (“Miller’s Hill"), and Lechmere’s Point. Image from the American
Memory Maps Collection, Library of Congress.
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Preface

PREFACE

The siege of Boston does not lend itself to a tidy, stirring narrative. The biggest, most
deadly event of those eleven months—the Battle of Bunker Hill—came toward the beginning
rather than as a dramatic climax. The British won that battle, a Pyrrhic victory, and
nonetheless lost the campaign. The leader of the force that succeeded, Gen. George
Washington, was not even on the scene during that decisive fight.

As aresult, popular historians have struggled to find a narrative shape for that stretch
of time from April 1775 to March 1776. One solution has been to focus on isolated events,
such as the Battle of Lexington and Concord, or Col. Benedict Arnold’s march through the
Maine wilderness. Alternatively, some historians widened the lens to include rest of 1776,
ending with Washington’s redemptive victories at Trenton and Princeton. But for the siege
alone, this is the basic popular narrative that has developed:

George Washington, already the national hero though few people recognized it,
arrived in Cambridge in July 1775 to find an undisciplined army under
superannuated leadership. He imposed discipline on those troops and inspired
them to think of themselves in new, national terms. With his keen eye for talent,
Washington edged aside overrated generals and plucked out bold, intelligent,
young men who would bring vital victories, such as Benedict Arnold, Nathanael
Greene, and Henry Knox.

Knox’s journey to bring heavy cannon from Fort Ticonderoga, working
against great odds and dire warnings, offers the emotional climax of this
narrative. That artillery empowered Washington’s daring, decisive move to
mount cannon on Dorchester Heights, forcing the British to give up their grip on
Boston at last.

At least, that’s how the story goes. Washington himself helped to shape that narrative in his
reports to the Continental Congress. Authors happy to praise Washington and his chosen
protégés have amplified it.

In fact, the history is far more complex, and full of awkward ironies:

+ The British commanders were ready to leave Boston in the summer of 1775. They
stayed until 17 March 1776 because of bureaucratic inertia, the length of time it
took to communicate across the ocean, and the weather. The guns on Dorchester
Heights made the British leave a few weeks early at most.

« For Washington, the move onto Dorchester Heights was a second choice, and the
British army’s departure without a major fight a disappointment. Throughout the
siege he proposed ways to bring on a large battle that might have forced the enemy
out of Boston—or might well have ended in a discouraging defeat for his own
army.

+ The New England army was not unusually undisciplined. In many ways those
soldiers and Washington simply had different understandings of social and

xiii
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military bonds. He saw their regional customs as lack of discipline, but they were
fervently committed to the cause and effective when needed.

« Three of Washington’s subordinate generals—Artemas Ward, Charles Lee, and
Horatio Gates—were at different times rivals for his authority, and their
relationships with the commander became strained. Many American historians
have exalted Washington by emphasizing those men’s faults. However, Ward was
in command during the decisive battle of the campaign and formulated the plan
that brought it to an end. Lee and Gates worked closely and well with Washington
during the siege, offering him the benefit of years of professional military
experience.

« Conversely, younger officers like Greene, Knox, and Arnold took terrible risks in
the early years of the war, sometimes escaping just by luck and keeping their
positions because of Washington’s favor.

« Many of Washington’s most important actions during the siege, such as launching
schooners, approving the enlistment of black soldiers, and encouraging French
agents to meet with the Continental Congress, were afterthoughts or minor
decisions. Some of his major initiatives, such as plans to attack Boston, bore no
fruit.

This study attempts to view Washington’s activity in the siege of Boston based on what he
and his colleagues knew in 1775-76, not through the hindsight of later developments. Most
of the chapters, organized by themes rather than chronologically, lay out an alternative
narrative of the general learning on the job.

When George Washington came to Boston, he was forty-three years old. He had
never led more than a few hundred soldiers, participated in a large siege, or been the
commander-in-chief of an army. The campaign was therefore a learning experience for him.
Because of the British commanders’ lack of aggression, Washington’s situation was actually
much less risky than he feared. He was able to make mistakes and gain experience, whether
the challenge was picking the right staff or maintaining strict secrecy on intelligence.

As the siege of Boston began, the British army had several clear advantages: trained
soldiers; weapons, gunpowder, and other military supplies; hard currency; and the support of
a much stronger, larger navy. The Americans, on the other hand, had more men (though
Washington did not always realize just how big his advantage was, and his army’s numbers
dipped low at the turn of the year); far better access to food, forage, and firewood; and
enthusiastic civilian support. Each army’s strengths corresponded to the other’s weaknesses.

The classic strategy for conducting a siege was to cut off the enemy troops’ resources
from outside while gradually hemming them into a smaller area. Both goals were close to
impossible for the new American military. The strength of the Royal Navy and the resources
of the royal government, once London bureaucrats learned that war had begun, meant that
the British garrison inside Boston was relatively well supplied. Furthermore, that royal army
had excellent natural and manmade defenses because it was situated on two narrow-necked
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peninsulas and a well-fortified island. The Continental Army was necessarily at a distance;
short of heavy guns and powder, it could do little damage.

Washington was eager to do something to win the campaign because of his active
temperament, his desire to please the Continental Congress, and his hope for a decisive early
victory that would convince the government in London to back down. But he could see only
one basic strategy available: forcing a battle. Much of the general’s activity during the siege
was directed toward that goal. In 1775-76, Washington had not yet learned the value of
simply keeping the Continental Army together until it wore out the enemys, a strategy that did
not bring him many glorious battlefield victories but in the end won the war.

REVIEW OF SOURCES USED

This study relies mostly on primary sources, particularly the correspondence of Gen.
George Washington and other documents from his headquarters. In addition, it quotes from
the letters and diaries of other people in the siege lines surrounding Boston, from selected
sources within the town, and from memoirs and local traditions that preserve details not
available anywhere else.

Many myths and traditions have stuck to Washington over the years. The hunger for
details about his personal and domestic life in the nineteenth century led authors to repeat
traditions that had little evidence behind them. Stories of meeting Washington or—even
better—receiving a visit from him are legion in nineteenth-century family lore. This study
attempts to peel off some of the myths about Washington’s life in Cambridge, particularly
those that circulated in nineteenth-century Cambridge itself. At the same time, it tries to
focus on individuals who did cross paths with the general, from his household servants to the
many people who came to headquarters on official business.

Where possible, quotations have been traced back to their earliest printed sources
rather than later reprints or quotations. The internet has made that approach far easier than
before—indeed, this study might have been impossible without online digital databases to
provide early sources and leads to them. In some cases, that work reveals that the original
sources are not as old or reliable as authors have believed; some secondary sources have
distorted original meanings or left out crucial information. On the other hand, the same
techniques have made it possible to document unlikely events and make unforeseen
connections.

This study was prepared when the standard Washington corpus is in flux—but it has
almost always been in flux. Jared Sparks, working at times in Elizabeth Craigie’s Cambridge
boarding house, prepared the first collected edition of George Washington’s letters in 1834-
37. Out of admiration, Sparks altered Washington’s punctuation, spelling, and even wording
to fit what he considered the best taste. Scholarly standards have grown considerably since
then, and every generation or so a larger group of researchers have assembled to create a
new, longer, and more accurate edition of Washington’s papers. The latest version, Papers of
George Washington, ongoing at the University of Virginia, includes letters fo Washington as
well as from him and his staff, and transcribes the letters actually sent from the general’s
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headquarters rather than the (often slightly different) transcripts created during the war.
However, that project is not yet complete, and does not contain some information published
in earlier references, which therefore remain useful.

Another major recent development is the digitization of such collections, in various
forms. Google Books has made many public-domain editions (with their limitations and
faults) easily available. Northern Illinois University put Peter Force’s monumental American
Archives volumes from 1837-53 online. The Online Library of Liberty has posted the 1889-93
edition of the Writings of George Washington by Worthington Chauncy Ford while the
Library of Congress offers the transcripts of the 1930s John C. Fitzpatrick edition along with
images from its microfilm, including reams of documents never transcribed and published.
With support from the National Historical Publications and Records Commission, the
Founders Early Access project of the University of Virginia will provide digital editions of the
Papers of George Washington, the Adams Papers, and other documentary collections from
the U.S. founding. Digitization widens access to the Washington papers well beyond the large
research libraries able to purchase the printed editions for their visitors. It also allows for
faster searching and quoting, and often offers a look at handwritten documents.

As to secondary sources, while there have been many histories of the two battles at
the start of the siege of Boston, there have been far fewer histories of the full siege. The two
major studies are still Richard Frothingham’s History of the Siege of Boston (4th edition, 1873)
and Allen French’s The First Year of the American Revolution (1934). Similarly, there have
been many biographies and studies of Washington, but none focused on his command in
Massachusetts. In fact, because he did so much else, biographers tend to treat the siege of
Boston quickly before moving on to greater challenges and victories of the later war. This
report therefore relies most on studies of Washington in his formative years, such as Paul K.
Longmore’s The Invention of George Washington and John Ferling’s The Ascent of George
Washington: The Hidden Political Genius of an American Icon, both eye-openingly
iconoclastic. Among the full biographies, that by Douglas Southall Freeman (1948-57)
appears the most thorough and reliable, if never the most dramatic.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE JOHN VASSALL ESTATE

John Vassall (1738-1797) had his house built west of the Cambridge town center in
1759 as a wealthy gentleman’s country seat. He and his wife Elizabeth constructed a very
comfortable life for themselves and their children based on enslaved labor, both in far-off
Jamaica and right inside their homes. The Vassall mansion was an anchor in a network of
households linked by blood, marriage, religion, and business ties.

For most of his life, John Vassall was not politically active. He stayed out of the
controversies that roiled Massachusetts in the 1760s and early 1770s. But his upbringing,
class, church, and extensive property in another colony all made him more loyal to the
imperial authorities in London than to the local authorities who opposed Parliament’s new
taxes. Not until 1774 did John Vassall make a public gesture of support for the Crown. At
that point, the divisions in Massachusetts society were deep and bitter. Furthermore, he
volunteered for his first high political post at just the wrong time, and on 2 September 1774
saw through the experiences of nearby relatives just how angry the people of Massachusetts
had become.

Shortly after that, the Vassall family left their Cambridge estate and moved into
Boston, where army troops offered protection for friends of the royal government. They
probably expected to return to their country home after order was restored. Instead, the
Vassalls never saw Cambridge again. Still wealthy from their Caribbean holdings, they built a
new life in England, and their sons fought for the British Empire.

1.1 JOHN VASSALL’S FAMILY BACKGROUND AND UPBRINGING

The Vassall family came early to Massachusetts, but did not stay. Samuel Vassall
(1586-1667) was one of the Massachusetts Bay Company’s founders, and his brother William
(1592-1655) was an early settler as well. However, both became alienated from the dominant
Puritan factions. Samuel Vassall was caught up in the English Civil War between
Parliamentarians and Royalists in 1642-1651. A member of Parliament from London from
1640 on, he was purged from the legislature by more radical Parliamentarians in 1648 and
lost the fortune he had gained through inheritance and Mediterranean trading; the Oxford
Dictionary of National Biography says Samuel “died in obscure circumstances. . ., possibly in
Massachusetts.” William got into a religious dispute with fellow New Englanders and
returned to London; in 1648 he settled in Barbados, and died there in 1655. From that point,
the family built its wealth by running slave-labor plantations in the Caribbean.

' ODNB, 56:153, 155-6.



The John Vassall Estate

William Vassall’s grandson Leonard (1678-1737) moved from Jamaica to
Massachusetts by 1723, building a large house in Braintree and buying another in Boston.*
His children settled on similar New England estates, living well off their West Indian income.
Among Leonard Vassall’s sons was John Vassall (1713-1747), who bought a house along the
road from the center of Cambridge to Watertown (now Brattle Street) in 1736. John’s
children lived there as infants. He sold this property to his younger brother Henry in 1741
and later bought a larger house and farm across the road shortly before he died at the age of
thirty-four. This John Vassall’s only son, also named John, was then nine years old.

Young John’s mother had died in 1739, and his stepmother remarried two years after
her first husband’s death. As a result, the boy was raised mostly by his mother’s father,
Spencer Phips, lieutenant governor of Massachusetts from 1732 until his death in April 1757.
The records Phips kept as legal guardian provide a detailed picture of John’s upper-class
upbringing. For instance, in 1752 Phips arranged to retrieve from Vassall’s widow a
collection of gentlemen’s clothing and accessories that the late John Vassall had bequeathed
to the son:

his library, watch, sword, and arms; a velvet coat, laced; an embroidered jacket,
silk breeches, a blue velvet coat with gold lace, a camlet coat, a flowered-silk coat
and breeches, a paduasoy waistcoat and breeches, scarlet breeches, a scarlet coat,
a fustian coat, a cloth coat, an old waistcoat, a pair of new cloth breeches, a
banyan, an old great-coat, eighteen pairs of white ribbed stockings, one pair of
worsted stockings, a pair of boots, a pair of spurs, a trooping saddle, one laced
hat, one plain hat, a pair of pocket-pistols, holsters and caps, saddle-girt, brass
stirrups, a silver-hilted sword, a gun, riding-pistols, a silver watch, an old green
coat, a black velvet jacket, a bookcase

Phips kept records of how much of his grandson’s inheritance he spent, including, among
other payments, £11 “for a wigg and shaving said Minor’s head” for half a year.’

A young man of means required a college education to become a complete
gentleman, and John Vassall entered Harvard College in 1753. He graduated three months
after his grandfather’s death and later earned a pro forma M.A. While in college, Vassall
traveled to Jamaica, viewing the source of his wealth; he may have made other trips as an

? Leonard Vassall’s house in Braintree, later owned by John Adams and his descendants, is now an
important part of Adams National Historical Park.

? Authors sometimes add the suffix “Jr.” to this John Vassall’s name to distinguish him from his father,
but that was not how his contemporaries referred to him. In the eighteenth century people used “Sr.”
and “Jr.” to distinguish two living men with the same name (not necessarily father and son). John
Vassall came of age well after his father had died, so he was the only gentleman with that name in
Cambridge in 1759-1774.

4 MHSP, 4:65-6.
> NEHGR, 17:122.
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adult, but there is no evidence for them. Rather, on coming of age in 1759 John Vassall
appears to have set to building a genteel life in Massachusetts.®

Vassall inherited his father’s fifty-six acres in Cambridge, most of the land lying
between the Watertown road and the Charles River. According to the town’s 1765 census,
the town contained 1,582 people in 237 households.’ Like most New England towns,
Cambridge had developed around a Puritan meetinghouse and a common, and also had a
courthouse nearby; these institutions defined the town center. The town was geographically
larger than the city of Cambridge today, including significant villages at “Little Cambridge”
on the south side of the Charles River (now Brighton, part of Boston) and Menotomy to the
west (now Arlington). Three things set Cambridge off from other rural Massachusetts towns.
The first was Harvard College, founded in 1636 and part of the town center. The second was
the “great bridge” over the Charles River, the first upstream from Boston; that crossing made
the town an important transit point for people and goods.8 The town’s third distinction was
one John Vassall took part in creating: in a region dominated by Congregationalists, it was
home to a significant community of wealthy Anglicans.’

Vassall apparently ordered that his father’s last house in Cambridge, north of the
Watertown road, be torn down to make room for a new and grander home. He
commissioned a mansion in the classic Georgian style, three stories tall and painted gray. '
The original building did not have its present porches, rear extension, and ell at the back, all
added in the 1790s.!! Nevertheless, John Vassal’s estate was the largest and most elegant in
the vicinity. Over the next fifteen years, Vassall bought parcels of adjoining land so that he
eventually owned ninety acres.'? Of course, a sociable country gentleman also needed a

8 Sibley’s Harvard Graduates, 14:230-2. It is not clear how John Vassall prepared for college; neither he
nor any of his sons attended Boston’s South Latin School, which left the only extensive enrollment list
of any school in colonial Massachusetts.

4 Benton, Early Census, 78-9.
8 This bridge crossed the Charles at the site of the Larz Anderson Bridge today.

’ The term “Congregationalist” is a useful anachronism. New England Puritans referred to their
meetinghouses as “independent,” meaning independent of the Church of England. British army
officers struggling to label the local denomination often called it “Presbyterian” because its governing
structure was similar to the Church (Kirk) of Scotland, but most New Englanders wanted no ties to
that institution, either. In most towns, the Congregationalist meetinghouse was the only place of
worship, so people did not need further labels.

' Phillips et al., Historic Structures Report: Longfellow, 4, could not offer positive evidence that the John
Vassall house was erected in 1759, but that is the traditional date, and it fits with when Vassall came
into his inheritance and started to expand the property. Perrault, Historic Paint Colors for the Exterior
of the Longfellow House.

' See comparison of the original house’s footprint and its expanded state in the 1790s in Evans,
Cultural Landscape Report, 20.

2 Evans, Cultural Landscape Report, 6. When Massachusetts sold Vassall’s land to Nathaniel Tracy in
1781, the property consisted of 116 acres; Paige, History of Cambridge, 170. That might have included
land confiscated from neighboring farms as well.
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home in town, especially when winter weather made travel difficult. On 27 November 1759
John Vassall bought a brick house on the south side of King Street in the center of Boston. "

1.2 AN EXTENDED FAMILY

On 12 January 1761 John Vassall married Elizabeth Oliver, the daughter of a
Dorchester gentleman whose fortune also came from Caribbean plantations—in his case,
Antigua. Seven months before, John’s sister Elizabeth had married Elizabeth’s brother
Thomas Oliver, so the two couples were firmly cemented. Both ceremonies took place at
Trinity Church in Boston, one of the town’s three Anglican churches.'

In 1766 Thomas Oliver commissioned his own large Georgian house about a mile west
of the Vassalls’ mansion in Cambridge."” The Olivers were not the only relatives among John
Vassall’s neighbors:

e Hisuncle Henry Vassall (1721-1769) lived across the road with his wife Penelope
Vassall in the house where John had spent his earliest years. Their daughter
Elizabeth had married one of John’s Harvard classmates, Dr. Charles Russell; the
Russells lived in Lincoln, but after Henry Vassall’s death they appear to have
visited his widow in Cambridge regularly.'®

e Closer to Harvard College, John’s paternal aunt Anna and her husband, John
Borland (1728-1775) were expanding the house they had bought from the Rev.
East Apthorp in 1765."7

e Next along the road to the west was a home owned by Richard Lechmere (1727-
1814), who had married Mary Phips, one of John’s maternal aunts.'®

e Further west was Joseph Lee (1710-1802), a local judge who had married Rebecca
Phips, another maternal aunt."’

B Quffolk Deeds, 93:215, cited in Thwing, CD-ROM, item 59062. CSMP, 6:128. It is also possible that
John Vassall bought this Boston home as a favor for his sister Ruth; see below.

' Records of the Churches of Boston, CD-ROM. At some point, John and Elizabeth Vassall had their
portraits painted. In 1912, Vere Langford Oliver wrote, “Some twenty years ago the late Capt. Spencer
Vassall Henslow took me to the house of his aunt in Bayswater to see the portraits”; Oliver,
Caribbeana, 2:306. It is possible that these portraits were made at Bath after the Vassalls had left
America, and showed the Vassalls in later life. Their artist and present location are unknown.

1> Brattle Street was straightened so that it no longer runs past Thomas Oliver’s house, which now has
the street address of 33 Elmwood Avenue. Later called Elmwood and home to the poet James Russell
Lowell, the building is now the official residence of the president of Harvard University.

16 This Vassall house is now 94 Brattle Street.

" The Borlands’ house, once again called Apthorp House, is now the residence of the master of Adams
House at Harvard University. Surrounded by larger buildings, it is in the middle of the block defined
by Linden, Bow, and Plympton Streets.

'8 The house owned successively by Richard Lechmere and Jonathan Sewall was moved west along
Brattle Street in the nineteenth century and otherwise altered. It is now at 147 Brattle Street.

' The Lees’ house is now headquarters of the Cambridge Historical Society at 159 Brattle Street.
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e Further still was the house of George Ruggles, a Jamaican merchant who had
married Susanna Vassall, one of John’s paternal aunts.*
And then came Thomas Oliver’s mansion.

In addition to these interrelated households, on the same road, close to the
Cambridge town center, lived another wealthy gentleman, William Brattle (1702-1776).%' A
Congregationalist, Brattle was far more active in government than his neighbors along the
Watertown road: at various times a Cambridge selectman, town representative to the
Massachusetts General Court, attorney general, member of the Council, and militia general.

The Vassalls and their neighbors transformed this section of Cambridge, once
consisting of small farms, into one of the most elegant sections of rural Massachusetts.? In
1777 the baroness Frederika Charlotte Riedesel lived in what had been Richard Lechmere’s
house, and she recorded what she had heard about the neighborhood:

Seven families, who were connected by relationship, or lived in great intimacy,
had here farms, gardens, and splendid mansions, and not far off orchards; and
the buildings were at a quarter of a mile distant from each other. The owners had
been in the habit of assembling every afternoon in one or another of these
houses, and of diverting themselves with music or dancing, and lived in affluence,
in good humour, and without care. ..

Boston merchant John Rowe’s diary for 17 February 1768 confirms how this proximity made
visiting easy: “Dind at Major John Vassalls at Cambridge. I paid a visit to Colo. Henry Vassall
& Family where I found Dr Russell who was married to Miss Betty [Vassall] on Monday
Last.”**

Rowe’s diary offers other glimpses of the Vassalls socializing with the province’s
mercantile elite. Often these were large gatherings for dinner, the midday meal. On 12
December 1766 John and Elizabeth hosted a dinner party for twelve. On 16 September 1768
Elizabeth was in a larger crowd when she “Spent the Evening at John McNeal Esq at a Rout
being his Birth Day.” Notably, many of the occasions when Rowe saw the Vassalls took place
outside Boston. John dined at Edward Winslow’s house in Plymouth in April 1765, and John
and Elizabeth visited Benjamin Faneuil’s house in Little Cambridge a month later. John
enjoyed dinner with a gentlemen’s club at a tavern in Roxbury in May 1767, fished at Spot
Pond in June 1769, and attended a banquet during Harvard’s commencement celebrations in
July 1772.%

John Vassall was the youngest of the householders along the Watertown road, and
did not have the public prestige of his more politically active neighbors. But he had the most

% The house that Ruggles later conveyed to Thomas Fayerweather is at 175 Brattle Street.

*! Brattle’s house is now 42 Brattle Street, owned by the Cambridge Center for Adult Education.
*2 Paige, History of Cambridge, 168, 175.

 Riedesel, Letters and Memoirs, 195.

2 Rowe, Letters and Diary, 152.

» Rowe, Letters and Diary, 118,174, 81, 83, 133, 187, and 230.
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valuable estate, as shown by what each homeowner paid as a tax on real property (land and
buildings) in 1770%;

John Vassall ~ £2.12.6

Thomas Oliver 1.16.5

John Borland 1.9.8

George Ruggles 1.5.8

William Brattle 1.0.6

Richard Lechmere 19.3

Penelope Vassall 14.4

Joseph Lee 13.4

An 1778 inventory of Vassall’s property refers to “the mansion house with necessary house
[i.e., outhouse], wood house, and barns.”? In addition, records of the Massachusetts
Provincial Congress in 1775 refer to “the stables of John Vassal, Esq.”*® A map created by the
Boston-born artist Henry Pelham in 1777 for sale in London shows two larger structures
behind the mansion, the outline of a formal garden, and other, unidentifiable features. The
Vassall estate was a working farm, but because of their Jamaican wealth the family did not
depend on its crops for either subsistence or most of their income. The farm was, rather, a
necessary part of the lifestyle of a British country gentleman.

The Vassall family also owned human property. After his uncle Henry’s death, John
Vassall purchased his aunt’s enslaved serving woman Cuba and some of her children.” He
almost certainly already had some domestic and agricultural slaves of his own, as his uncles
did, but there is no definite evidence on that question.*® Nor is there evidence that the family
was troubled long by the ethical issues of slaveholding. According to Massachusetts
politician Samuel Dexter, sometime before 1752 John’s uncle William Vassall wrote to
Bishop Joseph Butler asking about the Christian morality of keeping the “great number of
slaves on his West Indian plantations.” Dexter said that the bishop “justified the practice of
keeping them on Scripture ground; and Vassal, very willing to be convinced, acquiesced in
the decision.”*! Butler’s writing on slaves emphasized their “religious instruction,”
acknowledging the fact “that they may be treated with the very utmost rigour, that humanity
will at all permit, as they certainly are; and, for our advantage, made as miserable as they well
can be in the present world.”*? John Vassall lived well off of slaves’ labor for his entire life,
and there is no evidence he voiced any misgivings about that.

26 The Borland estate was listed as “Mr. & Mrs. Borland.” Cambridge Historical Society Publications,
10:41.

*" Evans, Cultural Landscape Report, 8.
* Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 576.
* Cambridge Historical Society Publications, 10:68.

%0 Records of the Churches of Boston, CD-ROM, lists marriages and deaths of “servants” and “negroes”
belonging to William Vassall, Henry Vassall, and other members of the family.

31 Samuel Dexter to Jeremy Belknap, 23 February 1795, in MHSC, fifth series, 3:384.
32 Butler, Works of Joseph Butler, 2:286.
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Like many country gentlemen, Vassall was a militia officer. When John and Elizabeth
married, the Boston Evening-Post identified him as “first Major of his Excellency’s Troop of
Horse Guards.”* This was an elite company, made up of wealthy men that escorted the
governor on formal occasions; its captain had the honorary rank of colonel, and its second
lieutenant the honorary rank of major. An almanac for 1772 lists “John Vassall, Esq; 1st.
Lieut. with the rank of Lt Colonel” among that unit’s officers. David Phips (1724-1811), only
son of the late lieutenant governor, commanded the troop at that time.’* Among Vassall’s
other neighbors, William Brattle was a militia major general, and in 1771 Gov. Thomas
Hutchinson promoted Thomas Oliver to lieutenant colonel in charge of the First Regiment in
Middlesex.?” These posts involved overseeing periodic drills and parading on public
occasions, but were largely ceremonial. Neither Vassall nor Oliver had fought in the French
and Indian War, and their Cambridge neighbors probably valued them most for funding
banquets on muster days.

John Vassall also held a commission as justice of the peace for Middlesex County,
dated 9 May 1770.%® As a low-ranking magistrate, Vassall ruled on minor legal matters. Like
his militia commission, this appointment reflected his wealth and standing in the community
rather than professional expertise. Eighteenth-century British-American society expected
wealthy men to take on public responsibilities and enjoy their perquisites.

Vassall was a pillar of Cambridge’s small but wealthy Anglican church. Although his
earliest ancestors in Massachusetts were Puritan dissenters, grandfather Leonard and his
descendants were members of the Church of England. John Vassall was baptized in Boston’s
Christ Church (now widely known as Old North Church). He married in Boston’s Trinity
Church because there was still no Anglican church in Cambridge at that time. But in April
1759, when he was establishing his country seat, Vassall signed a petition to found such a
church and volunteered for its building committee. He served as a warden of Cambridge’s
new Christ Church in 1762-63 and 1767-71.>" That Anglican church and the mansion
commissioned by its wealthy first minister, East Apthorp, both close to Harvard College,
provoked a great deal of controversy from some of Boston’s fiercely Congregationalist
ministers in the 1760s, but Vassall was not directly involved.*®

As of the summer of 1774 John and Elizabeth Vassall had five sons and one daughter,
ranging in age from twelve to infancy. They had also lost one daughter at the age of six

% Boston Evening-Post, 19 January 1761.

** Fleeming’s Register for New-England and Nova-Scotia. ..1772, 72. Vassall’s name does not appear in
the lists of the troop’s officers in some almanacs for years between 1761 and 1771, but those rolls have
blank spaces. He does appear as first lieutenant/lieutenant colonel in Mills and Hicks’s British and
American Register. . .1774,74. Sibley’s says that Vassall was known as “Major Vassall” even after this
promotion, but there are many contemporaneous references to him as “Col. Vassall.”

3 Massachusetts Spy, 1 August 1771.
3% Whitmore, Massachusetts Civil List, 139.
37 Paige, History of Cambridge, 307, 310.

% See Garrett, Apthorp House, for more on this controversy.
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months. (Full genealogical details appear later in section 1.8.) It is not clear whether the
Vassall children attended a Cambridge school or received private tutoring, but their father
served on a committee on town schools on 3 May 1770 along with their uncle Thomas Oliver,
their great-uncle Joseph Lee, and other gentlemen.*

In 1765 John Vassall gave his King Street house to his sister, Ruth Davis, through
Thomas Oliver as trustee. *” He does not appear to have owned a home in Boston between
then and 10 October 1772, when he bought “A large House in Boston with extensive Gardens
& Stables” from the widow Mary Ann Jones for £1,800. This property was on the west side of
Tremont Street near Queen Street (now Court Street), beside the Boston home of his uncle
William. John would later tell the Loyalists Commission that the estate “was not quite
finished at that time,” and he put another £1,356 into improvements, producing what people
thought was one of the best houses in town.* In the same year, Vassall became a vestryman
at King’s Chapel, Boston’s most patrician Anglican congregation, and in 1773 he bought pew
number 76 in that church.*

By then Vassall also owned “A House and about Four Acres of Land in Dorchester,”
the home where his wife had grown up. The couple had not inherited that property. Instead,
Thomas Oliver did. In 1770, four years after he moved to Cambridge and sold his Dorchester
farmland, Oliver sold the house and its plot to his wife’s uncle, Richard Lechmere. Lechmere
soon sold the property to Ezekiel Lewis, and in 1771 John Vassall bought the property from
Lewis.* Lastly, on 1 December 1774 Watertown assessed Vassall £26 for real estate he
owned in the east side of that town, the largest tax bill for any non-resident. **

1.3 THE POLITICAL CRISIS AFFECTS THE VASSALLS

Starting in the early 1760s, as John and Elizabeth Vassall’s family grew, Boston and
the rest of British North America suffered a series of political disputes prompted by
Parliament’s attempts to raise new tax revenue in North America and resistance to those
measures from local elected authorities and crowds. For the most part, the worst of those
disputes were confined to port towns. The issues rarely appear in the records of Cambridge
town meetings.

John Vassall was not part of this public debate, or other politics. After the war he told
the Loyalists Commission that “He never took a very active part” in the conflicts of the
preceding decade. Instead, “He acted as a Magistrate & always resisted all popular

% Gozzaldi, History of Cambridge, Massachusetts: Supplement and Index, 664.

0 Suffolk Deeds, 93:215, 181:215, and 101:35, cited in Thwing, CD-ROM, item 59062. NEHGR, 17:121.
After Ruth Davis’s death in 1774, the property went to her husband Edward. In addition, in 1763 John
and Elizabeth Vassall sold a house they owned on Salem Street, possibly a legacy, to Thomas Oliver.

4 Quffolk Deeds 122:84 cited in Thwing, CD-ROM, item 59062. Egerton, American Loyalists, 231.
* Foote, King’s Chapel, 2:322, 327-8, 597, 608.

* Jackson, History of the Oliver, Vassall, and Royall Houses, 6-7.

* Watertown, Watertown’s Military History, 74.



The John Vassall Estate

Clamour.”* During the non-importation movement of 1769-70, customs documents
indicate that Vassall received two shipments from Britain, but since he was not a major
merchant and had never signed on to the boycott, the Whigs did not single him out as “an
enemy to his country.”*

John Rowe’s diary shows how the Vassalls socialized with officials who enforced the
London government’s policies. On 12 August 1765, two days before North America’s first big
public protest against the Stamp Act, John and Elizabeth and several others dined on board
the man-of-war Jamaica. On 1 November 1768, shortly after army regiments arrived in
Boston to protect the customs service, the couple was at a large social gathering with Gen.
Thomas Gage and many top army officers. On 21 June 1771 they and the Olivers dined at
Ralph Inman’s home in Cambridge with Gov. Thomas Hutchinson. *’

Like almost everyone in his religious and family circles, John Vassall leaned toward
the royal government. His Anglicanism, his property elsewhere, and his reliance on British
imperial trade all made him more loyal to the Crown than to the local demands for more
autonomy. In the spring of 1774 Vassall made his political allegiances clear by signing a
laudatory farewell address to Gov. Hutchinson, whom most of the province had come to
revile. In July, Vassall lent his name to a protest against the Boston committee of
correspondence’s Solemn League and Covenant, as did Thomas Oliver.

Patriots distributed a broadside identifying all the men who had signed those
documents showing support for the Crown. Some of the names were followed by insulting
designations: “Pettifogger,” “Collector of Taxes!!!”, “NOTHING.” The worst that broadside
could say about Vassall and Oliver was to label each “Farmer,” not acknowledging their
genteel status.*® That shows how little offense they had given to the public so far.

In August 1774 Gov. Thomas Gage received new instructions from London which
would drastically change the political situation for the Vassalls and their circle, and cause
them to leave their Cambridge homes.

First of all, the Crown had appointed Thomas Oliver to be the new lieutenant
governor. This must have come as a surprise. Oliver’s only previous high government post
was militia colonel. He was known for his genteel manners; in a private letter, the Rev.
Winwood Sarjeant at Christ Church called him “the pretty little dapper man.”*’ But Oliver
was only forty-one, and there were at least a dozen older gentlemen who had done much
more to support royal policies.

One explanation for the surprising appointment appeared in The Journal and Letters
of the Late Samuel Curwen, published in 1842. Editor George Atkinson Ward wrote that

¥ Egerton, American Loyalists, 231.

¢ MHSP, 103:104.

" Rowe, Letters and Diary, 88, 178-9, 217. Ralph Inman’s home stood at what is now 15 Inman Street.
* MHSP, 11:392.

* Hoppin, Re-opening of Christ Church, 43. Hoppin described Oliver as “distinguished for his amiable
and courtly manners.”
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Oliver’s “life had been previously so retired, and his habits and tastes so much in unison, as to
give some color to the rumor of the day, that Thomas had been mistaken for Peter (the chief
justice) in making out the commission.””° Peter Oliver, Chief Justice of Massachusetts, was
brother of the previous lieutenant governor and a relative and strong supporter of Gov.
Hutchinson. The bureaucrats in London may have confused Thomas and Peter, or they
might simply have assumed the two men were related—which they weren’t. However it
happened, on 8 August 1774 Thomas Oliver became Massachusetts’s lieutenant governor,
and he took his duties seriously.”"

The other news from London was the Massachusetts Government Act, Parliament’s
attempt to make the obstreperous province easier to manage. Among other measures, this
law changed the structure of the Council, which was both the upper chamber of the
legislature and an advisory body to the governor. At the start of each legislative year the
members of the new House and the outgoing Council voted on new Council members under
the provincial charter of 1692. The governor then had the chance to “negative,” or veto, any
names he did not like. Councilors were gentlemen from the top echelon of society, so they
were rarely as radical as the House, but they had the power to stymie some of the governor’s
actions. After conflicts with the Council in the late 1760s, Gov. Francis Bernard had
recommended that the Crown change the Massachusetts constitution so its members were
no longer elected but appointed in London, as in most other North American colonies. The
Massachusetts Government Act made that change.

On 6 August 1774 Gov. Gage received the new law and a list of thirty-five gentlemen
to be sworn onto the new Council. Since those men were summoned by writs of mandamus,
they became known as “the mandamus Councilors” or “the new-fangled Councilors.”
Officials in London had chosen men who were reliably loyal to the Crown, as best they could
tell at a distance. Thus, the new Council did not include William Brattle even though he had
become a vocal supporter of Parliament’s new measures; back when Bernard was governor,
he had been a troublemaking Whig. The new list did include one man who was in Surinam
and another who was dead.”

Among the mandamus Councilors was William Vassall. His appointment made sense
in some ways. He was a government supporter, a staunch Anglican, and the last male in his
generation of Vassalls, thus head of an important family. However, he was not a politician,
and former governor Thomas Hutchinson thought him “naturally timid.”** William Vassall
was not even living in Massachusetts most of the time since his new wife, Margaret Hubbard,
had inherited a very nice estate in Bristol, Rhode Island. Other mandamus Councilors from
John Vassall’s circle included Thomas Oliver, Joseph Lee, Richard Lechmere, and Isaac

* Curwen, Journal and Letters, 515.

’' CSMP, 17:96.

2 CSMP, 32:465-6.

> Hutchinson, Diary and Letters, 1:537.
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Royall of Medford, nephew of Penelope Vassall. Gov. Gage started to swear in the new
Councilors on 8 August.

Meanwhile, the people of Massachusetts angrily protested the changes to their
government. Coming on top of the Boston Port Bill and the arrival of troops in Boston, this
Massachusetts Government Act galvanized resistance in the countryside. In August, crowds
in western and central Massachusetts—hundreds of men lined up in their militia
companies—closed down sessions of the county courts, demanding that justices of the peace
not meet under the new law. In many places those crowds also demanded that any local
mandamus Councilors refuse to be sworn in under the new law, or resign if they already had.
Some gentlemen defied the demands, and crowds occasionally became violent, though they
caused no fatalities or serious injuries.”*

On 25 August Gov. Gage wrote to the Secretary of State in London that several men

had declined to sit on the new Council. Among them:

[Isaac] Royal’s refusal is from timidity; [James] Russell, who is a good man, feared
the loss of some post he enjoys; [William] Vassall, [Joseph] Green, and [Robert]
Hooper, plead age and infirmities, but I believe choose to avoid the present
disputes.

In addition, some Councilors already sworn in now sent their resignations. Gage decided to
take action to lessen the chance that the unrest in the countryside could turn into an armed
uprising.

1.4 THE “POWDER ALARM” OF SEPTEMBER 1774

On 1 September 1774 Gov. Gage moved to secure his position by taking possession of
gunpowder and two small cannons assigned to the Middlesex County militia. Before dawn
he sent 280 soldiers by boat up the Mystic River to Temple’s farm, a portion of Charlestown
that is now Somerville. Most of those men marched to the stone gunpowder storage tower
that still stands in Powderhouse Square and loaded the 250 half-barrels of powder inside
onto eight wagons. Twenty soldiers were detached to go to Cambridge common and pick up
two small cannons from Middlesex County sheriff David Phips. The soldiers trucked all that
ordnance through the Cambridge town center, over the Charles River bridge, and down
through Dorchester to Castle William (now Castle Island).”

The operation went smoothly, meeting no protests or obstacles, and was over by
midday. Gage could feel reassured that Massachusetts radicals did not have a large supply of
gunpowder to use rashly. He even issued a call for towns to elect representatives to a new
session of the Massachusetts General Court, to be held in Salem in October. Gage had the
legal authority to give those orders; as governor, he was commander-in-chief of the
Massachusetts militia, as well as the highest-ranking army officer in the colonies.

> The best history of these developments is Raphael, The First American Revolution.

% Richmond, Powder Alarm 1774, is a basic overview of the event.
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Nonetheless, Patriots in the countryside interpreted his move as an attempt to leave them
defenseless just as they were trying to regain their political rights.

John Vassall probably heard about the soldiers’ activity during the day on 1
September, like most other people in Cambridge. It is conceivable that he had heard
something in advance from Sheriff Phips or Lt. Gov. Oliver, but no one foresaw the anger
that the action would provoke, or the massive reaction that historians later labeled the
“Powder Alarm.”

By the evening of 1 September people in Cambridge had learned that William Brattle
had drawn Gage’s attention to that stored gunpowder. According to Abigail Adams, “no
sooner did he [Brattle] discover that his treachery had taken air, than he fled not only to
Boston, but into the camp for Safety.””® The next day he wrote a public letter of apology, but
remained unwelcome and never returned to his home on the Watertown road.

Some people in Cambridge were not content with chasing Brattle away. They hiked
past the Vassalls’ estate to the house that Richard Lechmere had recently sold to
Massachusetts attorney general Jonathan Sewall (1729-1796), known for his “Philanthop”
newspaper essays supporting the royal government. The Boston Gazette reported:

Some...surrounded the Attorney-General’s house,. . .; and being provoked by the
firing of a gun from a window, they broke some glass, but did no more mischief.
The company, however, concerned in this, were mostly boys and negroes, who
soon dispersed.”’

It was common for the Whig press to highlight violence by friends of government while
dismissing violence by its own side as the work of overexcited boys, blacks, sailors, or other
people deemed to be outside respectable society. Even Edmund Quincy, Sewall’s Patriot
father-in-law, told his family that he understood that “a Gun or pistol was disch[arge]d. from
ye. house [and was] ye sole Cause of ye Violence wch. ensued.””®

The Cambridge crowd went home, but rumors of the troops’ activities were
spreading across the countryside, and getting worse. People in other rural towns heard that
the soldiers had attacked people, that Boston was in flames. Thousands of men took up their
muskets, gathered in their militia companies, and marched east. The New England militia
system was designed for just this sort of fast, concerted response in an emergency. The last
such alarm had come in 1757 at the fall of Fort William Henry, when thousands of armed
men set out for the west. On 2 September 1774 militiamen marched east, many on the road
through Watertown into Cambridge.

Lt. Gov. Oliver described his first interaction with the crowd for the Secretary of
State the next day:

36 Abigail Adams to John Adams, 2 September 1774, AFC, 1:147. For the revelation, see John Andrews
to William Barrell, 1 September 1774, in MHSP, 8:350-1.

°7 Boston Gazette, 5 September 1774.
* Edmund Quincy to Katherine Quincy, [2?] September 1774, in MHS Misc.
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Many of the inhabitants of this and the neighbouring towns came to me, desiring
I would use my influence to make them [the militiamen] return peaceably home.

They were to pass by my house; as soon as they arrived I went out to them,
enquiring the cause of such an appearance. They respectfully answered they
came peaceably to enquire why they had been deprived of their Rights and
Priviledges. I addressed them upon the impropriety of such embodied
multitudes, spoke to the different subjects on which they founded their
complaints, and imagined I had quieted them, from the respectful manner in
which they expressed their thanks, and Eromising they would conduct
themselves in the most orderly manner.”

The companies proceeded to the common. Boston merchant John Andrews
described what he had heard of the scene:

At eight o’clock this morning there were about three thousand [men] under their
regular leaders at Cambridge common, and continually increasing; had left their
arms at a little distance.

The Boston Gazette likewise emphasized that these men, once they realized there was no
military emergency, had laid aside their guns. They were “armed only with sticks.”

The Cambridge committee of correspondence tried to figure out how to respond,
sending messages to the committee in Charlestown, which in turn sent a message to the
committee in Boston. For several years the Boston Whigs had sought to rouse the whole
province to protest laws that primarily affected the port towns and upper class. Now the
farmers of Massachusetts were on the march, and no one knew what they would do. As Dr.
Joseph Warren explained to Samuel Adams, “a billet was brought, requesting me to take
some step in order to prevent the people from coming to immediate acts of violence, as
incredible numbers were in arms, and lined the roads from Sudbury to Cambridge.”®"

Furthermore, a rumor began that army troops “were on their march to disperse” the
gathering, as Oliver wrote. He sent a letter into Boston advising Gage not to give such orders.
Crowd leaders asked Oliver to intercede with the general personally, promising that they
would keep people calm. So the lieutenant governor set off for the Charlestown ferry. Along
the way, he met Dr. Warren and a few other members of the Boston and Charlestown
committees, heading to Cambridge. According to Warren, the lieutenant governor “said he
was going to the general, to desire him not to march his troops out of Boston. We thought his
precaution good, and proceeded to Cambridge.”

In Boston, Gage received Oliver’s note and passed the news on to London:

A Vast Concourse of People assembled this Day from various Parts about eight
Miles from hence, they have frightened and pursued many obnoxious People as
they term them: No Body has asked Assistance, and I have just received, a Letter

3 CSMP, 32:485.

% John Andrews to William Barrell, 2 September 1774, in MHSP, 8:351. Boston Gazette, 5 September
1774.

5! Dr. Joseph Warren to Samuel Adams, 4 September 1774, in Samuel Adams Papers.
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from Mr. Oliver the Lieut. Governor to beg I wou’d on no Account send any
Troops there, or it wou’d prove fatal to him.*

When Oliver himself arrived, the Boston Gazette claimed, he assured the governor that the
crowd “were not a mad mob, but the freeholders of the County.” Having heard Gage’s
promise not to react with military force as long as the people remained peaceful, the
lieutenant governor returned home.

By the time the Bostonians arrived on the town common, Dr. Thomas Young told
Adams, there were “perhaps four thousand people.”® Like the crowds at western
Massachusetts court sessions, they had determined to preserve the provincial constitution by
demanding that Councilors who lived nearby resign, and that royal appointees refuse to act
under the Massachusetts Government Act. This crowd’s targets were Judge Samuel Danforth
(1696-1777), a moderate who had served on the Council for thirty-five years; Judge Joseph
Lee; Sheriff Phips; and Lt. Gov. Oliver.

Danforth and Lee both assured the crowd that they had already tendered their
resignations and wrote out new ones. The Boston Gazette reported:

Upon this a vote was called for, to see if the body was satisfied with the
declarations and resignations abovesaid, and passed in the affirmative, nem. con.
[without dissent]

It was then moved to know whether that body would signify their
abhorrence of mobs, riots, and the destruction of private property, and passed in
the affirmative, nem. con.

Sheriff Phips similarly promised, “I will not execute any precept that shall be sent me under
the new Acts of Parliament for altering the Constitution of the Province of the Massachusetts
Bay.”64

At this point, the situation appeared to have been resolved to most people’s
satisfaction, but then the Customs Commissioners happened to ride past Cambridge
common on their way from Salem to Boston. These Commissioners oversaw the collection of
the controversial duties on tea and other goods, and had asked for troops to be stationed in
Boston in 1768. Massachusetts Spy printer Isaiah Thomas, a radical Whig, pointed out the
least popular Commissioner, Benjamin Hallowell, who later reported: “some people from
Boston. . .called to me, Dam you how doe you like us now, you Tory Son of a Bitch”?® As the
Boston Gazette confirmed, “The sight of that obnoxious person so inflamed the people, that
in a few minutes above 160 horsemen were drawn up and proceeding in pursuit of him on

the full gallop.” Three committee of correspondence leaders—Thomas Gardner of

52 Gage, Correspondence, 1:372.
% Dr. Thomas Young to Samuel Adams, 4 September 1774, in Samuel Adams Papers.
5 Boston Gazette, 5 September 1774.

% Benjamin Hallowell to Thomas Gage, 8 September 1774, in Thomas Gage Papers. Hallowell singled
out Thomas in a private letter to Grey Cooper, 5 September 1774, in Davies, Documents of the American
Revolution, 8:188.
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Cambridge, Richard Devens of Charlestown, and Dr. Young of Boston—convinced most of

the people to calm down, but a few chased Hallowell on horseback all the way to the gates of

Boston.®

The appearance of the Customs Commissioners angered the crowd enough that they
decided not to disperse, but instead to force Thomas Oliver to resign from the Council. He
had already given the crowd leaders his excuses for not doing so and recalled, “They
considered my reasons, and Voted them satisfactory. ... This left me entirely clear that I
should have no further trouble with them upon this subject.” But the bulk of the assembly
was not satisfied. They marched back along the Watertown road—once again passing John
Vassall’s house—and surrounded the lieutenant governor’s home.

Oliver wrote a vivid and emotional description of what followed in a letter to the
Secretary of State the next day:

I was just going into my carriage to proceed to Boston, when a vast crowd
advanced, and in a short time my house was surrounded by 4000 People, and one
4th part in arms. Not apprehending any abuse designed to me, [ waited in my hall,
when 5 persons entered, with a decent appearance, who informed me they were a
Committee from the body of the People to demand my Resignation as a
Councillor. I reproached them with ingratitude & false dealings, and refused to
hear them.

They answered that the People were dissatisfied with the Votes of their
Committee in the morning, and now demanded my Resignation, as drawn up in a
Paper which they held in their hands. I absolutely refused to sign any paper. They
desired me to consider the consequences of refusing the demands of an inraged
People. I told them they might put me to death, but I would never submit. They
Populace growing impatient began to press up to my windows, calling for
vengeance against the Foes of their Liberty.

The five persons appeared anxious for me, and, impressed with some
humanity, endeavoured to appease the people; but in vain. I could hear them
from a distance, swearing they would have my blood. At this time the distresses of
my Wife and Children, which I heard in the next room, called up feelings, My
Lord, which I confess I could not suppress. I found myself giving way. . . . I
proposed that the People should take me by force; but they urged the danger of
such an expedient. I told them I would take the risque; but they would not
consent.

Reduced to this extremity I took up the paper, and casting my eyes over it
with a hurry of mind and conflict of passion which rendered me unable to remark
the contents I wrote underneath the following words:—

My house being surrounded with four thousand People, in compliance with their
commands I sign my name.
Tho. Oliver

The five persons taking it, carried it out to the People, and found great
difficulty in getting it accepted. I had several messages sent me, informing me it
would not do. But I declared I would do nothing else, if they put me to death. The
more respectable farmers used all their endeavours to reconcile the rest, and

5 Boston Gazette, 5 September 1774.
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finally prevailed, when they all marched off in their several companies, wishing
me well, & cautioning not to break my Promise.*

The weather probably encouraged the crowd to disperse. According to John Tudor’s diary,
written in Boston, “at 5 P.m. came on hard Thunder & Lightning with a great Shower.”*®

John and Elizabeth Vassall must have seen the militiamen that day, and heard about
their siblings’ and neighbors’ experiences in detail. Among the ominous details was how the
committee of “persons...with a decent appearance” had been unable to convince the rest of
the people to accept their recommendation; traditional deference to the higher classes was
breaking down. William Brattle was already in the army camp. Lt. Gov. Oliver would go there
in the morning, probably bringing his wife and children. David Phips “removed himself to

» 69

Boston & his family soon followed him.””” Jonathan Sewall and Joseph Lee also took refuge

behind the town’s newly fortified gates.

1.5 THE VASSALLS LEAVE CAMBRIDGE

The confrontation in Cambridge on 2 September 1774 made several things clear to all
the political actors in Massachusetts. The countryside was united against the royal
government and ready for a fight. His opponents, Gage realized, were “not a Boston Rabble
but the Freeholders and Farmers of the Country.””® Where he had troops, he could enforce
Parliament’s new measures. But the authority of the royal government now stopped at the
gates of Boston.

As for John Vassall, there is no evidence that the Powder Alarm crowd ever made a
move toward his house. Because he was not politically active and held no high royal
appointments, the crowd saw no reason to address him. The next time Middlesex County
magistrates convened a court of common pleas, a crowd would probably have forced Vassall
and his colleagues not to hold a session, but that had not happened yet.

However, Vassall knew something which the crowd did not. After William Vassall
had declined to serve on the mandamus Council, John apparently went to Gov. Gage and
offered to serve in his uncle’s place. On the morning of 2 September 1774, the same day that
thousands of men with sticks were marching back and forth along the Watertown road, the
general wrote to London:

I have given Your Lordship in my letter of this date, the names of several of the
New Council who desire to resign their Seats; and I have now the honour to
transmit you the names of Three Gentlemen who desire to be of the Council,
vizt.—Mr. John Vassall of Cambridge, Mr. Eliakim Hutchinson, and Mr.
Nathaniel Hatch.”

" CSMP, 32:485-7.

8 Tudor, Deacon Tudor’s Diary, 49.

% Egerton, American Loyalists, 230.

0 Gage to Dartmouth, Secretary of State, 2 September 1774, in Gage, Correspondence, 1:374.
' CSMP, 32:483-4.
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John Vassall probably thought that by entering the political world he would not only be
supporting his king, but also taking on the role of the head of the family. But the Powder
Alarm made clear that seeking a seat on the new Council was a reckless move.

In 1784 John Vassall told the British government’s Loyalist Commission: “He was
afraid of the Mob who knew his principles & he went to Boston a Day or two after Govr.
Oliver’s House was attacked.””* In February 1775 the Boston News-Letter, which by then
solidly supported the Crown, published a long article about how Loyalists had been driven
from their homes. Among the stories:

Col. Vassall, of Cambridge, from intolerable threats, and insolent treatment to his
friends and himself, has left his elegant seat there, and retired to Boston, with his
amiable family, for protec‘cion‘73

Vassall probably felt that the Powder Alarm comprised “intolerable threats, and insolent
treatment.” Before the end of the month, two other incidents confirmed that fear.

First, on 7 September 1774 John’s nineteen-year-old cousin Henry Vassall reported
that someone had shot at him while he rode through Lincoln in the carriage of Dr. Charles
Russell.”* A week later Russell was in Charlestown talking about the incident. That town’s
committee of correspondence visited him, and then wrote to their colleagues in Lincoln
urging an investigation that would show how the Patriot movement abhorred such
violence.”

On 20 September Henry Vassall wrote out this testimony for two justices of the peace
from neighboring towns, Henry Gardner of Stow and Dr. John Cuming of Concord. Gardner
was a firm Patriot who would soon handle the treasury of the Massachusetts Provincial
Congress. Cuming was less closely associated with the movement, having refused to
repudiate his daughters in Boston, who were importing goods for their shop, but was no
friend of the royal government.”® Vassall wrote out the following testimony for the two men:

Passing between the House of Mrs. Rebecca Barons [?] & Doct. Russell’s between
the Hours of 7 & 9 in the Evening of the 7 instant [i.e., this month] & to the best
of my Knowledge as I rose [?] a little Hill a little a past the first Canopy [?]  heard
the report of a Gun saw the light and a Ball Enter’d the Carriage which I was in
being Doct. Russells. I immediately step’d out of the Carriage & stood about five
or six Minutes & then stepp’d into the Carriage Again & road in haste to the

"2 Egerton, American Loyalists, 231. Some accounts mistakenly suggest that John Vassall remained in
Cambridge until shortly before the war began in April 1775.

3 Boston News-Letter, 23 February 1775.

™ The only Henry Vassall listed at this time in Howard and Crisp, Visitation of England and Wales:
Notes, 13:43, was William Vassall’s son, born in 1755. It is conceivable that Henry was living in Lincoln
to study medicine with Dr. Charles Russell, his cousin Elizabeth’s husband.

™ MHS Misc, 15 September 1774.

® For more on Cuming’s political situation, see Lemire, Black Walden, 85-103. Cuming and two of
Gardner’s brothers were physicians; perhaps they took on this investigation because Dr. Charles
Russell knew and trusted them.
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Doctor when I had gone a small Distance [insert: from the Place where the Gun
was discharged] I met a person on Horse back when I had past a small Distance
further I met several Persons riding on two Horses, whether the Ball was aim’d at
the Carriage I can’t say I further declare I do not know or even suspect who the
Person was that Discharg’d the Gun as above mentioned . . . NB. The above affair
I declar’d to no person in Lincoln but the Revd. Mr. Lawrence & desired him to
keep it secret—Till the Friday Following.

Gardner and Cuming also gathered statements from Joseph Peirce and Luck, a slave of Dr.
Russell. Both men declared that they had been traveling near young Vassall and had heard no
gunshot.”’

That day, three members of the Lincoln committee of correspondence wrote back to
Charlestown agreeing that, “we view the Crime of Assassination with the same Detestation &
abhorrence which you do.” As for the investigation:

A great Number of persons have been examined, & some Depositions taken
before two of his Majesties Justices of the peace, which depositions are inclosed,
from which you & the publick must judge of this very mysterious affair as shall
appear most rational, We shall only add that as the evening on which this event
was said to have happened was very calm it is the general opinion here that it is
very improbable if not utterly impossible that a gun should be Discharged at that
time & place without being heard by many persons, you have Doubtless seen the
impression in the Carriage & are able to judge & Declare whether it is the efect of
a Bullet Discharged from a Gun or Not as well as any person in this town"®

This response could not have pleased Henry Vassall’s relatives.

On the same day that the Middlesex magistrates wrapped up their investigation,
Henry’s parents had their own run-in with a mob. William and Margaret Vassall were visiting
friends in Rhode Island. Newspapers reported:

We hear from Bristol, that on Tuesday, night last, William Vassal, Esq; of that
place, in returning home with his Lady from a visit, was assaulted by a number of
men, who threw stones at his chaise, which they much injured, and attempted to
stop the carriage; but having a fleet horse, he got safe home, and next morning set
out for Boston.——He was suspected by some to be unfriendly to the liberties of
America, which we are told was the cause of his being assaulted.”

In the fall of 1774 Loyalists from all over eastern New England were moving into Boston,
where the troops from Britain offered protection.

"7 All these documents are filed in MHS Misc under the date 20 September 1774.

™ MHS Misc, 20 September 1774. Loyalist essayists did not include Henry Vassall’s experience among
other political affronts and outrages they catalogued; perhaps it was too murky to publicize.

™ News from Providence dated 24 September in the New-York Journal, 6 October 1774.
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1.6 THE VASSALLS’ DEPARTURE FROM AMERICA

John Vassall was wealthy enough to have a house waiting for him in Boston. He
simply left his country estate in the hands of his enslaved workers, expecting to come back
when the political turmoil had subsided. The family may have missed their farm that autumn,
but at their house in Boston “The Garden was at least an Acre.”*® The family probably
attended King’s Chapel, where John Vassall’s fellow vestrymen serving in the spring of 1775
included his uncle William and Richard Lechmere.®

Some of the family’s Cambridge neighbors had to make other arrangements. George
Ruggles reached a deal with the Boston merchant Thomas Fayerweather on 31 October 1774
to swap houses; Fayerweather moved out to the Watertown road and Ruggles moved in to
Summer Street.®? Dr. Charles Russell did the same with the Patriot merchant Henderson
Inches.® Seeing an opportunity, John Vassall tried to sell the mansion he owned in
Dorchester. On 7 November 1774 the Boston Gazette ran this advertisement:

To be Sold or Lett, and may be entered upon immediately. A House and about
Four Acres of Land in Dorchester, about four Miles from Boston) with every
Accommodation suitable for a Gentleman. Enquire of John Vassall.

Since the Gagzette was a Whig newspaper, it was unusual for friends of the royal government
to advertise there, but it probably looked like a good way to reach gentlemen seeking an
estate out of town. That house never sold, however.

On 15 December 1774 Gov. Gage wrote to the Secretary of State about how John
Vassall had responded to news that his writ of mandamus had arrived: “Messrs. Erving,
Vassal and Hatch have accepted the honour conferred upon them, but desire that it may be
kept secret for a time, and that they may not be called upon till they are prepared.”® The
governor did not call a Council meeting until 17 July 1775, and at that point Vassall evidently
offered another reason to decline taking his seat. In 1784 he told the Loyalists Commission
that “he was never sworn in owing to an Accident which made him lame.”*®

One source suggests that Mercy Warren satirized Vassall in her verse play The Group,
which she started to distribute to friends in January 1775. The play lampoons friends of the
royal government through exaggerated characters. Beau Trumps is a tremendous fop who
once championed the opposition but now supports the governor. Notes written on a printed

% Egerton, American Loyalists, 231.

81 Foote, King’s Chapel, 2:322, 327-8, 597, 608.

82 Paige, History of Cambridge, 169; Thwing, CD-ROM, item 53122.
8 Adams, Town of Lincoln, 143.

8 Boston Gagette, 7 November 1774. Stark, Loyalists of Massachusetts, 184. Jackson, History of the
Oliver, Vassall, and Royall Houses. Massachusetts later seized this property from Vassall and resold it.
In 1794 the American statesman Edward Everett was born in that house; it is now gone, but the site is
designated as Edward Everett Square.

8 CSMP, 32:493.

% Egerton, American Loyalists, 231.
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copy of The Group held by the Boston Athenaeum identify Beau Trumps as “Jno. Vassall.”®’
However, in another copy of the play Norton Quincy identified the same character as the
Taunton lawyer Daniel Leonard, who was known for his luxurious tastes, once supported
the opposition, and was a mandamus Councilor.®® Leonard therefore seems like the more
obvious target.

The war that both Patriots and Loyalists had been warning against and preparing for
arrived on 19 April 1775. According to Thomas Oliver, Vassall “sent out one of his Horses
which was a valuable one to assist Lord Percy in going to the battle of Lexington.”® Vassall
himself played no part in military activity, and his name does not appear on any of Loyalist
militia companies organized in Boston over the next year. He also did not sign the farewell
address to Gov. Thomas Gage on 6 October 1775.%

It is possible that a family health crisis was taking all of the Vassalls’ attention. On 7
November 1775 baby Leonard died. This child may have been sickly from the start, but his
parents probably blamed being cooped up in the besieged town for Leonard’s death.”*

That sad event is the last record of John Vassall’s family in Boston. He later said that
his infirmity made him “unfit to live in a garrison’d town [so] he got leave to go to Halifax in
1775.7°% Some relatives had already left; William Vassall reached London in September
1775.” Dr. Charles Russell and his family went to the Caribbean with Penelope Vassall.”
According to another summary of John Vassall’s claim, “An accident prevented him from
active military service and consequently he removed with his family to Halifax, Nova Scotia,
where he chartered at his own risk and expense a vessel to convey provisions and intelligence
to [the besieged garrison at] Boston.””” There is no indication of which ship this was.

In March 1776 the British military evacuated Boston, bringing approximately one
thousand Loyalist subjects along to Halifax. Shortly after this fleet’s arrival in Nova Scotia,
John Vassall, Thomas Oliver, and their families sailed with several other “gentlemen of
distinction” in five vessels to London.” They reached Dartmouth on 7 June 1776."" Five days
later Oliver called on former Massachusetts governor Thomas Hutchinson, bringing news of
the Vassalls and other refugees. Hutchinson wrote in his diary:

8 Brown, Mercy Warren. 170.

8 Adams, Works of John Adams, 10:99. Stark, Loyalists of Massachusetts, 326.
% Egerton, American Loyalists, 231.

% Remembrancer for 1776, 56-7.

*! Records of the Churches of Boston CD-ROM.

%2 Egerton, American Loyalists, 231.

% Hutchinson, Diary and Letters, 1:537.

%4 Adams, Town of Lincoln, 143.

% Jones, Loyalists of Massachusetts, 283-4.

% News from Halifax reprinted in the Pennsylvania Packet, 1 July 1776.
" Hutchinson, Diary and Letters, 2:61.
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All depend upon Govt. to support them. Advertisement in a Watertown paper,
notifying the sale of Tho. Oliver, Junr. [Jonathan?], Sewall’s, and other estates in
Cambridge, at the house of Jno. Vassall; and if no purchasers for the fee, then to
lease the estates to the highest bidders. This is tyranny beyond any instance in
time of the Rebellion in England.”®

The Cambridge committee of correspondence rented out John Vassall’s estate in 1776, along
with other abandoned properties. The Vassall farm brought in £100, by far the largest of the

incomes.”’

1.7 THE VASSALLS IN ENGLAND

Some Loyalists from Massachusetts had trouble establishing themselves in Britain,
but the Vassalls’ wealth insulated them from deprivation and embarrassment. On 9 July
Thomas Oliver wrote to David Phips back in Halifax: “Colonel Vassall is at present in our
neighbourhood [Brompton], but he means to take a house in London, at the court end of the
town, and enjoy the comforts of a plentiful fortune, at least for one winter.”'%

While in London, Elizabeth had a new baby, her last: Mary. The older boys appear to
have been eager for military careers, probably inspired by their feelings about being forced
out of their Cambridge home. In 1784 Vassall told the government that “He has two sons in
the Army and one in the Navy,” having bought officers’ commissions for all three.'"! (See
section 1.9 on the military career of Spencer Vassall.)

On 20 June 1777 William Carmichael wrote from Paris to Charles W. F. Dumas about
a British misinformation campaign:

You have seen a letter, said to be wrote by a Lieut-Col. Campbell, bitterly
complaining of his cruel confinement. It is a forgery. A junto of refugees from
various parts of the continent, who meet weekly in Pall-Mall, London, do this
dirty work of government to earn the pittance but scantily afforded to each of
them. At the head of this junto were Hutchinson, Cooper, Chandler, Vassel, and
others who would not be named but for their infamy. They have forged letters
lately under the name of Gen. Washington, which the good, silly souls of Europe
will swallow as genuine, unless contradicted in different gazettes.w2

% Hutchinson, Diary and Letters, 2:66-7. A search did not turn up any newspaper advertisements
matching Hutchinson’s description, and the Massachusetts legislature did not formally seize such
properties until later in the war. The Oliver and Sewall estates were advertised for sale in the 17
October 1779 Independent Chronicle.

9 Paige, History of Cambridge, 169. According to Tharp, Baroness and the General,253,in 1777 the
Vassall mansion was inhabited by a lady who had been “burnt out of Charles Town” and refused to
move so that Gen. John Burgoyne could be held prisoner there. However, no confirmation of this was
found in Tharp’s only cited source, the William Heath Papers.

19 American Archives, series 5, 1:135.

1% Egerton, American Loyalists, 231. Paying a retiring or promoted officer for his place in the army
ranks was a normal way to enter military service in the eighteenth century. See the discussion of the
careers of Gen. Charles Lee and Gen. Horatio Gates in sections 4.5 and 4.12.

12 N'YHSC, 20:75.
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Some authors have linked this “Vassel” to John Vassall. However, that name is more likely a
mistake—by Carmichael or the transcriber of his letter—for the Rev. John Vardill of New
York.'?

Vassall did contribute in a small way to Britain’s war effort, as the 18 May 1778 Boston
Gagzette noted:

Among the Names of Subscribers for raising Money for recruiting for his
Majesty’s Service, is mentioned (from America) John Vassall, 1001 [i.e., £100]
Governor Oliver 251. Thomas Oliver 1001 Sterling.'**

That fall, the Massachusetts legislature passed a law confiscating the property of men who
had worked for the royal government or had absented themselves from the state. With John
Vassall’s property they made a special additional law on 23 June 1779 assigning the Christ
Church parsonage, which he formally owned, to the Rev. Winwood Serjeant “for life.”'?’
Vassall thus lost all his property in Massachusetts.

An article published in The Royal Military Chronicle in 1811 states that Vassall
refused to seek any compensation from the government for his losses in America:

Though his family was large, and the losses which he had suffered in America
were considerable, his high and noble spirit would not allow him to accept of any
remuneration for the sacrifices, to which his adherence to Great Britain had
compelled him to submit; and he contented himself with receiving back the
advances which he had actually made for the services of government. On being
pressed by Lord George Germain, then his majesty’s secretary of state for the
colonial department, to bring forward his claims, he modestly answered, “It shall
never&e said, that I emigrated from my own country to become a charge to

this.”

However, government records show that to be untrue.

When Britain set up the Royal Commission on the Losses and Services of American
Loyalists, John Vassall applied for an annual pension and £11,895 to make up for the loss of
all his Massachusetts property. He also mentioned damages to his plantations on Jamaica
because of a hurricane, which hardly counted as military damage. Thomas Oliver testified to
the commission about his brother-in-law’s support for the Crown, but also shared
information that spoiled any chance for a pension. According to E. Alfred Jones’s The
Loyalists of Massachusetts:

19 See the argument in Ford, Spurious Letters, 29-31.

1% Boston Gazette, 18 May 1778. The same item appeared in the 21 May 1778 Independent Chronicle,
also published in Boston.

105 Sibley’s Harvard Graduates, 14:232. Serjeant’s house, which stood on the south side of what is now
Garden Street, had originally been built for him by Henry Vassall. The minister quietly left Cambridge
for New Hampshire and died in 1780; see Winwood Serjeant Letters.

106 «I ife of Lieutenant-colonel Vassall,” Royal Military Chronicle, 2 (1811), 2.
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On the strength of a communication by Lieutenant-Governor Thomas Oliver that
Vassall’s property in Jamaica now (1784) produced £1,000 a year, they refused to
grant him the allowance asked for, adding that he ought to be ashamed of himself
for making the application.

The commission still compensated Vassall for his lost property to the amount of £4,571.'%

John and Elizabeth Vassall were indeed very well off. They owned a house in the
Royal Crescent at Bath, and a country home outside Bristol at Clifton. They continued to
socialize with friends and family, and raised their surviving children in comfort. When John
Vassall died on 2 October 1797 The Gentleman’s Magazine offered this obituary:

At Clifton, almost instantaneously after eating a hearty dinner, John Vassall, esq.
of the Crescent, Bath. He had very considerable property in America, where he
lived in a princely style. Some time after the disturbances took place, having taken
avery active part, and spared no expence to support the royal cause, he left his
possessions there to the ravagers; and having, fortunately, very large estates in
Jamaica, he came, with his family, to England. He carried his loyalty so far as not
to use the family motto, “Saepe pro Re%e, semper pro Republica.” He had left
four sons to inherit a very fine fortune.'®

The motto, adopted during the English Civil War, said, “Often for the king, always for the
republic”—a sentiment Vassall had come to believe was too republican.

Elizabeth Vassall died ten years later. In the tower at St. Paul’s Church in Bristol is
this memorial to the family, which makes no mention of their life in Massachusetts:

In Memory

of JOHN VASSALL, Esqr.

of the Lower Crescent Bath,

& Newfound River,

in the Island of Jamaica,

who died at Clifton,

on the 24th Sept 1797, Aged 59.

And of ELIZABETH his Wife

who died at Clifton,

March 31st 1807,

Aged 63.

Also in Memory of JOHN their eldest Son
who died at Lyndhurst in Hants,

October 17th 1800 Aged 38.

And of MARY their youngest Daughter
Married to J. G. ARCHER, Esqr.

who died at Clifton Decr 27th 1806, Aged 29.
And of THOMAS OLIVER their third Son

197 Jones, Loyalists of Massachusetts, 284.

"% Gentleman’s Magazine, 67:898-9. Vassall may also have changed his bookplate, which showed a ship,
so that it would more clearly display the British flag; Sibley’s Harvard Graduates, 14:232.
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who died at Wrexham in Denbighshire
October 8th 1807, Aged 40.'"

1.8 THE GENEALOGY OF THE JOHN VASSALL FAMILY

This section collects vital data for the Vassall family members who lived in the house
at Cambridge.

There have been several attempts to trace all the descendants of the John Vassall who
died in 1625. Edward Doubleday Harris’s article “The Vassalls of New England,” printed in
the New England Historic and Genealogical Register in 1863, was mistaken about the line from
the early Massachusetts settlers to the Vassalls of Cambridge, but provided valuable data on
the generations of the eighteenth century. The most detailed family tree covering the next
century, and thus the main source for the data below, appeared in volume 13 of Joseph
Jackson Howard and Frederick Arthur Crisp’s Visitation of England and Wales: Notes.

The information from those sources has been confirmed, corrected, and
supplemented as far as possible with data from Dorchester Births, Marriages, and Deaths to
the End of 1825 (1890); Cambridge, Massachusetts, Vital Records to 1850 (1914-15); Records of
the Church of Christ at Cambridge in New England: 1632-1830 (1906); and the Records of the
Churches of Boston CD-ROM (2002).

PARENTS

John Vassall. Born: 12 June 1738 in Cambridge. Baptized: 10 December 1738
at Christ Church (Old North), Boston. Married: 12 January 1761 at
Trinity Church, Boston. Died: 24 September 1797 at Clifton,
Gloucester County, England.

Elizabeth Oliver. Born: 31 October 1741 at Dorchester. Baptized: unknown.
Married: 12 January 1761 at Trinity Church, Boston. Died: 31 March
1807 at Clifton, Gloucester County, England.

CHILDREN
John Vassall. Born: 17 May 1762 in Cambridge.''° Baptized: 23 May 1762.
Married: 13 June 1799 to Elizabeth Athill, daughter of an Antigua
planter. Died: 17 October 1800, in Bath, Somerset County, England.
Children: John, born 1800.
Spencer Thomas Vassall. Born: 27 April 1764 in Cambridge. Baptized: 26
May 1764. Married: 30 June 1795 to Catharine Brandreth Backhouse

' Oliver, Caribbeana, 2:306. Though that quotation says Elizabeth Vassall died at sixty-three years old,
BTR, 21:96, shows that she was born in late 1741, meaning she was actually sixty-five.

1% Many genealogies state John’s birthdate as 7 May, Spencer’s as 7 April, and Thomas’s as 12 April.
Cambridge Vital Records, 1:722, offers the dates here. They fit better with the dates of the boys’
baptisms, which apparently come from family records.
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Evans (d. 1842), daughter of an Essex County minister.'™ Died: 7
February 1807 at Montevideo, Uruguay, as described in the next
section. Children: Sir Spencer Lambart Hunter Vassall (1799-1846),
captain in the Royal Navy; Honora Mary Georgina Vassall (1802-
1834), wife of a chaplain in the Royal Artillery; Francis Vassall (d.
1803, Dublin); Rawdon John Popham Vassall, general in the British
army (1804-1884); and Catharine Spencer Alicia Beresford Vassall (d.
1877), wife of a younger son of the Baron de Saumarez, a British
admiral, and then of the vicar of Shirley.'"?

Thomas Oliver Vassall. Born: 13 April 1766 in Cambridge. Baptized:
Unknown. Married: Mary, surname and date unknown. Died: 8
October 1807 in Wrexham, Denbigh County, England.

Elizabeth Vassall. Born: Unknown. Baptized: 5 July 1767 in Cambridge. Died:
5 January 1768 at Cambridge, and buried there at Christ Church.

Robert Oliver Vassall. Born: 28 May 1769 in Cambridge. Baptized:
Unknown. Married: 26 March 1794 to Christian Barrett Tomlinson,
daughter of a Jamaican planter. Died: 23 March 1827 at Abingdon
Hall in Jamaica. Children: Elizabeth Vassall (1796-1880), married Dr.
George Robert Johnson of Jamaica; John (1799-1833), born in
England and died in Jamaica; and Mary (1800-1842), born and died in
Jamaica.

Elizabeth Vassall. Born: 5 May 1771, presumably in Cambridge. Baptized:
Unknown. Married: 6 March 1794 to John Gustavus Lemaistre (c.
1769-1840) at Bath. Died: 11 July 1857 at Cheltenham. Children: none.

Leonard Vassall. Born: 1773, presumably in Cambridge. Baptized: Unknown.
Died: 7 November 1775 in Boston.

Mary Vassall. Born: 26 March 1777 in London. Baptized: Unknown.
Married: 16 June 1800 to John Gyttins Archer of Barbados at Bath.
Died: 27 December 1806 at Clifton, Gloucester County, England.

1.9 SPENCER VASSALL: “EVERY BULLET HAS ITS BILLET”

Spencer Thomas Vassall (1764-1807) was the second son of John and Elizabeth
Vassall, one of the children who grew up in their Cambridge mansion until September 1774.
He became a respected army officer, fighting on three continents and dying in the service—
the most significant British subject born at the John Vassall house.'"?

Spencer was ten years old when the “Powder Alarm” sent his family and several of his

" Burke, Genealogical and Heraldic History of the Commoners, 1:502, says Spencer Vassall married on
10 July 1795. Harris, “The Vassalls of New England,” NEHGR, 17:127, cites Gentleman’s Magazine,
65:614, for the earlier date, and gives the bride’s second name as Brandith.

" Date of Rawdon Vassall’s birth from Journal of the Ex Libris Society, 7:174.
' ODNB, 56:153-4.
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neighbors packing. He turned eleven in Boston in April 1775 as the American War for
Independence formally started, and twelve in Halifax shortly before the Vassalls sailed for
England. He was fourteen on 19 August 1778 when, according to the British War Office
Succession Books, he was commissioned as an ensign in the 59th Regiment of Foot.'"*

Some confusion arose early about the date Spencer Vassall entered the army. In 1807
The Athenaeum published an item about him which says, “At twelve years of age he
commenced his military career in the year 1779”—the year he actually turned fifteen.'> A
biographical article from 1811 repeated the detail about Spencer joining the military at age
twelve, but also stated that he had done so “after receiving a suitable education, first at a
foreign academy, where he acquired a knowledge of the modern languages, and afterwards at
a military establishment in England.”''® Putting the evidence together, it appears most likely
that Spencer chose an army career soon after arriving in England, spent two years in military
school, and took up his commission in 1778.

The 59th Regiment had been deployed to Massachusetts in August 1774 and its light
infantry and grenadier companies had suffered casualties in the Battle of Lexington and
Concord."” On 10 December 1775 the regiment was “drafted,” meaning its enlisted men
were distributed to other regiments and its officers sent back to Britain over the following
months to recruit new soldiers.''® Thus, Spencer joined the 59th when it was in a rebuilding
mode. An ensign was the lowest rank of army officer, the equivalent of a modern second
lieutenant, and a fourteen-year-old ensign was not unheard of.

In the United States, memory of the War of Independence does not include the siege
of Gibraltar as a major event; no Americans were involved. For Britain, that fight at the
western end of the Mediterranean Sea was one of the most important campaigns of the war.
Spain, with help from France, laid siege to Gibraltar in 1779 hoping to regain the territory it
had lost in 1713. The British garrison held out for years through two periods of great
deprivation, each time saved by Royal Navy ships running the French and Spanish blockade
to bring supplies and new troops.

The 59th Regiment was part of Britain’s second reinforcement, arriving at Gibraltar
in October 1782. According to his biographers, Spencer Vassall (promoted to lieutenant on 3

119

May 1780 according to that year’s army list' ) distinguished himself during the final months

of the siege. His name does not appear in general histories of the conflict, however. The

""* Don Hagist to J. L. Bell, email, 9 March 2010.
115 “Foreign Occurrences,” The Athenaeum, 1 (1807), 71.

11 Royal Military Chronicle, 2:2-3. This magazine includes an engraved portrait of Spencer Vassall as an
adult. The phrase “foreign academy” appears to refer to Spencer’s early education in North America.
This passage suggests that Spencer had private tutoring because “modern languages” were not part of a
New England town school’s curriculum. The article’s text was reprinted in 1819 as Memoir of the Life
of Lieutenant-Colonel Vassall.

17 Frothingham, Siege of Boston, 364. Fischer, Paul Revere’s Ride, 322-4.
"8 NYHSC, 16:271 and following.

"1 Chris Woolf to J. L. Bell, email, 7 March 2010, citing A List of All the Officers of the Army. . ., 1780
edition.
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Spanish and French forces withdrew in the spring of 1783 and Gibraltar is still in British
hands.

Among Vassall’s comrade there was Capt. Joseph Budworth (1758-1815) who
became a very minor Romantic poet. After Vassall’s death, Budworth added lines about the
young officer to the third edition of his A Fortnight’s Ramble to the Lakes:

Yet hail, ye glorious fallen, mighty dead!

With whom in scenes of warfare he was bred:
He knew brave Vassall when a soldier youth,
Whose beardless face beam’d energy and truth;
Saw him when first he shar’d the cannon’s roar,
And heard him wish the trifling danger more;
Like a tall plantain, as erect his form,

Fitted to meet or battle with the storm!

Peace to the honour’d ashes of the brave,

And hallow’d be the tear that wets his grave!

These couplets were printed in The Gentleman’s Magazine in 1810, but do not seem to have
been reprinted outside of Vassall’s own memorials.'*’

Vassall married in 1795 and had four children over the next five years, but Britain’s
wars against Napoleon kept him traveling. He served in Flanders, Antigua, France, Spain, and
Holland; his chronicler wrote, “He was the first man that landed on the isle Dieu, and himself
planted the British colours on that island.”'*' In 1801 Vassall became lieutenant colonel of
the 38th Regiment—the highest rank he could achieve simply by purchase because the
Crown reserved the position of colonel for favored officers.

Lt. Col. Vassall was stationed in Dublin in 1803; as field officer of the day on 23 July
he helped put down an insurrection that killed the lord chief justice and others. The 38th
regiment was part of Britain’s attack on the Dutch colony at the Cape of Good Hope in 1806
and Vassall was briefly military governor of that African outpost.

On 3 February 1807 Lt. Col. Vassall led his regiment in an assault on Montevideo in
the Spanish colony of Uruguay. In a letter dated 10 February his orderly sergeant J. B.

Mathews described the action:

On our approach to the wall we missed the breach; the grape and musketry flew
so hot it drove the men into confusion, and would have made numbers of them
retreat but for his [Vassall’s] exertions. When he observed any of the men stoop
or flinch, he cried out as loud as possible, “Brave 38th, my brave men, don’t
flinch; every bullet has its billet. Push on, follow me, thirty eighth!” He rallied
them repeatedly in this manner, until he got them inside the breach. He
immediately directed a party to take possession of the corner battery next the sea,
which was done in a few minutes, and another, under the command of Major

120 Royal Military Chronicle, 2:3. Gentleman’s Magazine, 80:143. For more on the poet, who changed his
surname to Palmer near the end of his life, see “Memoir of Joseph Palmer, Esq., F.S.A.,” Gentleman’s
Magazine, 85:388-91.

2! Royal Military Chronicle, 2:4.
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Ross, to advance to the great church, and he was advancing himself to the main
battery on the right, when a grape shot broke his leg, and as soon as he fell he
cried out, “Push on, somebody will take me up, my good soldiers, charge them,
never mind me; it’s only the loss of a leg in the service.” He sat up, and helped to
tie on a handkerchief to stop the blood, and cried out all the time of the action, “I
care not for my leg, if my regiment do their duty, and I hope they will.” As soon as
the town surrendered he heard the men cheer, he joined them with as great
spirits as if nothing had happened, and called to me to have him carried to the
head of his regiment. . ..

At half-past three on the morning of the 3rd, he received his wound; at one
o’clock on the morning of the 7th, he departed, and at eight the same evening he
was interred at the entrance of the great church, with all military honors.'*

Lt. Col. Vassall’s body was later brought to Bristol and buried in the same church as his
parents’. Amelia Opie (1769-1853) supplied this elegy:

Stranger, if e’er you honor’d Sidney’s fame,

If e’er you lov’d Bayard’s reproachless name,
Then on this marble gaze with tearful eyes,

For kindred merit here with Vassall lies!

But far more blest than France or England’s pride,
In the great hour of conquest Vassall died,

While still undaunted in the glorious strife.
Content he purchased victory with life,

And nobly careless of his own distress,

He bade his mourning comrades onward press;
Bade them (the hero victor o’er the man,)
Complete the conquest which his sword began;
Then proudly smil’d amidst the pangs of death,
While thanks for victory fill’d his parting breath.'*’

Lt. Col. Spencer Vassall’s descendants were allowed to add a new motto to their family crest:
“Every bullet has its billet.”

"2 Gentleman’s Magazine, 77:481-2. Royal Military Chronicle, 2:9-10, gives a date and recipient for
Mathews’s letter and drops his first initial.

' Burke, Genealogical and Heraldic History, 1:502.
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Figure 2. Map of John Vassall's neighborhood, a detail of Henry Pelham’s “A Plan of Boston in New England with
its Environs,” drawn in Boston and published in London in 1777. (On this map, north is towards the right.) The
estate of “Col. Vassel” overlooks the Charles River between Cambridge’s common and Christ Church in one
direction and the homes of “Judge Sewall,” “Judge Lee,” and other Loyalist neighbors in the other. Pelham
depicted the area after George Ruggles sold his house to Thomas Fayerweather in late 1774. He did not label the
houses of Penelope Vassall, William Brattle, and John Borland. Image from the American Memory Maps Collection,
Library of Congress.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE ARRIVAL OF THE PROVINCIAL ARMY ON THE VASSALL ESTATE

Life on John Vassall’s estate between his departure for Boston in September 1774 and
the arrival of Gen. George Washington in July 1775 is obscure. There are few surviving
documents, and many gaps in that record. The winter was probably quiet, with some of the
Vassalls’ slaves maintaining the property. But when the Revolutionary War began on 19 April
1775 Cambridge entered a period of frantic activity: two major alarms causing many civilians
to flee west, thousands of soldiers coming and going, the college shutting down.

The New England army needed shelter and food for both men and livestock. The
Patriot government commandeered several large empty homes in Cambridge. Although
documents are scarce about what happened on John Vassall’s estate and when, it is clear that
companies of soldiers lived in the mansion. The Massachusetts Committee of Safety directed
the provincial military to use the estate’s hay and stables. All the while, the Vassalls’ slaves
remained on site, trying to figure out their best course in the new social order.

2.1 ANTHONY AND CUBA VASSALL AND THEIR FAMILY

When John and Elizabeth Vassall departed Cambridge in September 1774, they left
their home in the care of their enslaved servants. They had probably done the same when
they spent winters in Boston; this time they were simply leaving earlier, and perhaps taking
more of their furniture and valuables. They almost certainly expected to return after Gen.
Gage had pacified the province.

John and Elizabeth’s departure, and that of Penelope Vassall across the Watertown
road, left both estates in the hands of another family that would eventually take the name
Vassall: married couple Anthony (Tony) and Cuba, and their children. They were all the legal
property of John Vassall or his aunt. The two farms might have been home to other slaves in
1774-75, but these Vassalls maintained a connection to Cambridge for the next several
decades, allowing local historians to document details of their lives that have been lost for
any others on those estates. (For an overview of Revolutionary Cambridge’s African-
American population, see section 9.1.

Most of the surviving information on this Vassall family was collected by Samuel F.
Batchelder in his 1915 article “Notes on Colonel Henry Vassall (1721-1769), His Wife
Penelope Royall, His House at Cambridge, and His Slaves Tony and Darby.”" Batchelder’s

! Originally published in the Cambridge Historical Society Publications, 10 (1915), 5-85. Later reprinted
on its own and in Batchelder, Bits of Cambridge History. Batchelder listed as one of his sources the Rev.
Nicholas Hoppin’s notes of an interview with Darby Vassall in the mid-1800s; those are no longer in
the Christ Church archives where Batchelder found them.
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interpretation was hampered, however, by his period’s lack of knowledge of African culture
and lack of respect for African-Americans.

For example, Batchelder was baffled by how Cuba was “said, in spite of her name, to
have been a full-blooded African.”* An explanation appears in Edward Long’s History of
Jamaica, published in 1774: “Many of the plantation Blacks call their children by the African
name for the day of the week on which they are born.” Long listed “Cuba” as the name for a
female born on Wednesday.’ Furthermore, he wrote that “Abba” meant a female born on
Thursday, and Isaac Royall’s 1738 will says Cuba’s mother was “called Abba.”*

A 1967 study in the journal Language stated, “This set of fourteen day-names occurs
in several related West-African languages today.” As a result, we can say that Abba and
Cuba’s given names are evidence of enslaved people carrying on a traditional African practice
in the New World with their owners’ approval. However, “it is not possible to determine
exactly which dialect was spoken by those slaves who first carried the day-names to the New
World,” and thus the family’s origin in Africa.’

Tony Vassall was born in Spain or part of the Spanish Empire in the Americas, his son
told the Rev. Nicholas Hoppin in the mid-1800s. Batchelder wrote:

Tony, according to these traditions, was shanghaied from Spain at an early age,
with the lure of “seeing the world.” The particular portion of the universe
exhibited to him was the island of Jamaica. Here he was bought for a coachman
by young Harry Vassall, and his travels soon extended to Cambridge.

Henry Vassall bought his older brother John’s home on the south side of the Watertown
road in Cambridge in 1741 when he turned twenty, and presumably Tony Vassall arrived in
Massachusetts about that time.” Tony, based on statements that he died in 1811 at age ninety-
eight, was eight years older than his master.® Henry Vassall’s accounts indicate that he
trusted Tony and other enslaved men with daily shopping. According to legal testimony from
a slave named Robin, in 1752 Tony was even able to go into Boston and exchange some
stolen silver dollars for copper coins.’

Cuba Vassall first appears in the historical record in 1738 when Isaac Royall of

Antigua and Medford bequeathed to his daughter Penelope “one Negro Woman called Abba

2 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 62.

3 Long, The History of Jamaica, 2:427. In addition, Edwards, British Colonies in the West Indies, 2:33,
quotes a poem supposedly written on Jamaica in 1765 that includes several west African female day
names, including “Cuba”; though that history does not hint at the names’ original meanings, it confirms
that British planters on the island were familiar (in every way) with women named Cuba.

4 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 62.
* David DeCamp, “African Day-Names in Jamaica,” Language, 43 (1967), 139-49.
% Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 62.
" Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 10.

8 Cambridge Vital Records, 2:772. It is possible that Tony, his family, and his neighbors exaggerated or
miscalculated his age by a few years.

? Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 64, 67.
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& her Six Children named Robin Coba Walker Nuba Trace & Tobey.”'’ When Cuba died in
1812 she was listed as aged seventy-eight, meaning that she was four years old when she
became the property of Penelope Royall."! There are reasons to doubt that age, however.
Royall’s will probably named Abba’s children in birth order, and Cuba appears second on the
list rather than near the end, as a four-year-old would. In a 1781 petition to the
Massachusetts legislature, Tony Vassall said that “both himself and his wife have spent
almost sixty years of their lives in slavery,” which suggests both had been born in the 1720s."2

Penelope Royall married Henry Vassall in 1742 and brought at least some of her
slaves to Cambridge. According to Batchelder, “When the Colonel married Penelope Royall,
his coachman espoused her maid ‘Coby,’ or Cuba.”"* If Cuba had been born in 1734 she
would have been only eight years old when her owner Penelope married; it seems more likely
that either she was born earlier or that she became Tony’s wife later, when she was in her
teens. By the time of the Revolution, it is clear that Cuba was working as Penelope Vassall’s
maid and bearing Tony’s children.

In September 1769, six months after Henry Vassall died, an inventory of his property
included five enslaved “Servants”:

Tony £13.6.8

Dick £6.13.4

James £40

[total] £60.0.0
Dorrenda £12

Auber £20
[total] £32.

These entries, plus the “Servants Beds & Beding £1.12,” appear between the category
“In the Cellar” and the items “Rolling Stone & Garden Tools” and “6 Old Chairs in ye.
Summer House.”'* That implies that the slaves lived either in the cellar or in an outbuilding—
and suggests that the slaves at the John Vassall estate did the same.

Batchelder wrote of the widow Penelope Vassall, “to clear the estate from debts she
even sold Cuba and the children to young John Vassall across the road.”"> However, Cuba
and some of her known children do not appear in the estate inventory, even as others do. It is
therefore possible that such a sale actually took place before Henry’s death, and did not
involve all the children. All sources agree that when the Revolution began, Tony was still

' Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 62. Cuba’s brother Robin may have been the man who testified about
Tony in 1752.

" Cambridge Vital Records, 2:772.

12 petition discussed below and quoted at Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 70. Note also below, however, a
petition that estimated Cuba’s age in 1778 as “about forty.”

13 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 62.

' Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 82. Batchelder guessed that “Auber” was a mistake for “Cuba.” But it
could just as easily refer to Cuba’s mother Abba, or her sister Nuba, whom Penelope Royall had also
inherited three decades before.

15 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 68.
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considered the legal property of Penelope Vassall, and Cuba and her children the property of
John Vassall.

Based on the probate files of Henry Vassall and Tony Vassall,'® and Darby Vassall’s
recollections, Batchelder listed Tony and Cuba’s children as:

James or Jemmy. He was Henry Vassall’s most valuable slave in 1769, and thus
probably in his late teens or early twenties and in good health. On 1
March 1809, a James Vassall married Abigail Hill in Boston.'” He
appears to have died shortly afterward, and Abigail became one of his
father’s heirs.

Dorrenda or Darinda Vassall. Noted in the 1769 inventory of Henry Vassall’s
estate with a value that indicated she had survived infancy, she died in
Cambridge in 1784."8

Flora, who on 4 October 1787 married Bristol Maranda (also written as
Briston Morande) in Boston.'” She was a widow in 1811.

Darby (also spelled Derby) Vassall, discussed in the next section. He reported
being born in May 1769, but does not appear on Henry Vassall’s
September 1769 valuation.

Cyrus. The 1798 tax valuation found Derby and Cyrus Vassall as owners of a
property in Boston covering 4,000 square feet and valued at $400.° On
14 April 1805, Cyrus Vassal married Lucy Jenkins at Boston’s Trinity
Church.? His daughter Eliza Flag% was an heir of Tony Vassall in 1811.

Catherine, named in Tony Vassall’s will.** In the 1810s she married Adam
Lewis and helped found Cambridge’s first African-American
community, called Lewisville.”

In addition, the following people are possible children of Tony and Cuba, or of other
women enslaved on the Vassall estates:
Nancy Vassall, died in Cambridge on 15 June 1802, at age twenty-seven—thus
born around 1775.%*
Lucy Vassall, died in Cambridge on 13 December 1818. She was described as

fifty-two years old, meaning she had been born about 1766, and had
been “Brought from Boston,” implying she had roots in Cambridge.?

16 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 73.
'"BTR, 30:502.

'8 Cambridge Vital Records, 2:772.
" BTR, 30:126.

*'BTR, 22:45.

*' BTR, 30:276.

22 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 73.

3 Lewisville is discussed in Susan Maycock and Charles Sullivan, Building Old Cambridge: Architecture
and Development, Cambridge Historical Commission, forthcoming.

** Cambridge Vital Records, 2:772.

* Cambridge Vital Records, 2:772. This Lucy Vassall could have been Cyrus Vassall’s wife, which would
mean she had married at age thirty-nine.
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There are records of other African-Americans named Vassall in greater Boston in the early
republic, who may have come from other Vassall family estates.

Just as John and Elizabeth Vassall and their relatives formed a social community
along the Watertown road, so probably did their slaves. They worked alongside each other in
the fields and gardens, shared recipes in the kitchens, and visited from house to house,
especially if their owners were away in winter. The families undoubtedly followed the case of
Richard Lechmere’s slave James, who sued his owner for eleven years of bondage in 1769.%
If Tony and Cuba did not live together before the winter of 1774-75, being the legal property
of separate households, they almost certainly started to do so then.

In the summer of 1775 the Massachusetts legislature appointed a committee to
consider what to do about properties left by people who had gone into Boston. Its members
reported:

many of them who are left in possession under pretence of occupants are only
negroes or servants &c and that in some instances the Officers Doctors and
others belonging to the army have entered upon & taken possession & make
waste on sd Estates.”’

Though not specifically directed at the Vassall estates along the Watertown road, that
description fits their history after September 1774. Tony and Cuba and their remaining
family were on the properties, maintaining the gardens and fields to the best of their ability,
through most of the siege of Boston. They probably stayed in their usual quarters while the
main houses were used as barracks, hospital, and military headquarters.

During the war, the Massachusetts authorities struggled to figure out how the law
should treat Tony Vassall, just as he struggled to find a secure status for himself and his
family. Simon Tufts managed Isaac Royall’s property for the state, and his accounts show he
paid “Toney Mrs. Vassall’s Negro” four times between December 1776 and July 1777, with
the final payment decided “by Arbitration.”?® At the bottom of the inventory of Penelope
Vassall’s estate dated 24 June 1778 is “one negro man Named toney”—but he is not assigned
a monetary value.” The inventory of John Vassall’s estate included “one negro woman of
about 40 years of age” (Cuba), “one negro boy about 8 years” (probably Darby), and “another
negro child about three months”—again with no monetary value.*® The town of Cambridge
listed Tony among its “polls” in 1777, but did not tax him.*!

% The county court decided against James, but the parties settled before an appeal was heard. Decades
later, some Massachusetts partisans considered this an anti-slavery precedent, but the actual outcome
is murky.

2" Massachusetts Archives, 154/30, quoted in Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 68.
28 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 69.
¥ Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 85.
39 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 69.

31 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 69. Cato Boardman, who had served in the Cambridge militia, was listed
the same way. Blacks are simply numbered, with no names, in the list reproduced in Paige, History of
Cambridge, 444-7.
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The departure of the slave-owning Vassalls had left Tony Vassall and his family in a
legal limbo. They were still legally slaves, but their masters (John Vassall at least) were
unwelcome in Massachusetts. That situation offered some measure of freedom, but it also
threatened the loss of support in their old age and a lack of legal rights. William D. Piersen’s
Black Yankees documents how older slaves—and Tony was supposedly over sixty in 1776—
distrusted masters’ sudden promises of freedom because they feared lack of care. One slave
in Gloucester was recalled as telling her owner:

You have had the best of me, and you and yours must have the worst. Where am I
to go in sickness or old age? No, Master, your slave I am, and always will be, and I
will belong to your children when you are gone; and by you and them I mean to
be cared for.”

Perhaps influenced by New England’s contractual culture, these slaves argued that their
bondage was a contract between them and their owners: they would work for no pay, but in
return they expected to be housed and fed until they died.

Local authorities were just as eager not to see poor freed slaves becoming public
burdens because that would raise local taxes. During the war, it was possible to maintain
those people on the proceeds of the confiscated estates where they had worked. In 1776,
among the expenses of running Thomas Oliver’s farm, the Cambridge committee of
correspondence listed “supporting a negro man belonging to said estate, £3.12,” which came
out of the £69 rent.”” Similarly, town official Thomas Farrington recorded paying “Anthony
Vassall for supporting a Negro woman & two Children (3 Years,) belonging to the Estate of
sd [John] Vassall £222.3.7%* At the time, it appears that this Vassall family “inhabited a small
tenement on Mr. John Vassal’s estate and improved [i.e., farmed] a little spot of land of about
one and a half acres lying adjacent.”

When Massachusetts prepared to sell off John Vassall’s estate to the highest bidder,
Tony Vassall became concerned that his family would lose that home and their livelihood.
He apparently felt that he had a claim on that estate, as if he were an unpaid creditor. He
found legal help and petitioned the state legislature for compensation. This was a bold move
for a man who could sign his documents only with his initial T. Vassall warned officials that
that he was “an old man,” his wife was “sick,” and they had “a large family of children to
maintain.” He hoped “that they shall not be denied the sweets of freedom the remainder of
their days by being reduced to the painful necessity of begging for bread”—a warning that the
public might have to pay for their sustenance.*®

32 Piersen, Black Yankees, 34-5. Quotation from Parsons, Memoir, 17.
% Paige, History of Cambridge, 169.
34 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 71.
% Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 69.

36 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 70. Later, Cuba Vassall’s attorney, Lemuel Shaw, characterized Tony’s
original argument as: “HE was no Tory, but a friend of liberty; and, having lived on the estate all his life,
he did not see any reason why he should be deprived of his dwelling”; MHSP, 4:66.
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On 6 February 1781 the Massachusetts legislature passed this resolution:

Resolved, That the prayer thereof be so far granted that the committee for the sale
of confiscated estates in the county of Middlesex be, and are hereby directed, to
pay out of the proceeds of the estate of John Vassal, Esq; late of Cambridge, in the
county aforesaid, absentee, the sum of twelve pounds in specie, or a sum in bills of
credit equivalent, to the said Anthony, taking duplicate receipts therefor, one of
which to be lodged in the Secretary’s office.

And it is further Resolved, That there be allowed and paid out of the public
treasury unto the said Anthony, the like sum of twelve pounds annually for the
above purpose until the further order of this Court.

This law still referred to Anthony Vassall by his first name only, reflecting his status as a
former slave.’’

In the following decade, Tony Vassall acquired property of his own. He bought a
small house on a quarter-acre of land in 1787, a small tract nearby in 1791, and five acres in
1793.%® The national tax valuation from 1798 records Anthony Vassall as owner of five acres
of land valued at $290, comprising “Home Lot / Barn 25 by 20 / Carra [carriage house?] do. 10
by 10.”*° He was known in Cambridge as a “farrier,” looking after horses.*’

Tony Vassall died in 1811. He was prominent enough that the 3 September 1811
Boston Repertory reported: “Dead at Cambridge Mr Anthony Vassall, (A man of colour)
Funeral from his late dwelling house, tomorrow afternoon, at 3 o’clock.” The 7 September
Columbian Centinel also noted the death of “Mr. Anthony Vassall, £t. XCVIII [age 98].”

As Lemuel Shaw remembered, Tony’s death prompted Cuba Vassall to make her own
case to the government:

About 1810 (after Tony’s death), Cuba, his widow, went to the State Treasurer to
get her stipend; but it was found that the resolve did not include herself. Mr.
Shaw, then a member of the House, presented her petition for the continuance of
the grant.*!

Among her arguments was that John Vassall had been her master, not her husband’s.** On 28
February 1812 the Massachusetts legislature passed a “Resolve on the petition of Cuby
Vassall, granting an annual pension” of $40 every February.* Cuba Vassall died of
consumption in Cambridge the following 16 September. **

37 Acts and Laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 1780-81 (1891), 262.

38 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 71.

% Massachusetts Tax Valuation List for Cambridge, 1798, consulted through americanancestors.org.
0 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 72.

' MHSP, 4:66.

2 Batchelder, “Henry Vassall,” 73-4.

 Resolves of the General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 1812, 376.

* Cambridge Vital Records, 2:772.
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2.2 DARBY VASSALL: FORMER SLAVE

A story told in the mid-nineteenth century held that one of the first people Gen.
George Washington met as he came to his new headquarters was a young boy who had been
born in that house as a slave. The first appearance of this encounter in print was in an article
about Longfellow House published in 1871:

An anecdote is related of one of these [slaves], called Tonie Vassall, who, when
Washington in 1775 took possession of Mr. Longfellow’s house, was found
swinging on the gate. Learning that Tonie belonged to the place, the General, to
set his mind at rest for his future, told him to go into the house and they would
tell him what to do and give him something to eat. Feeling the value of his
freedom, Tonie inquired what would be the wages, at which Washington
expressed surprise at his being so unreasonable at such a time as to expect to be
paid. Tonie lived to a great age, and when on one occasion he was asked what he
remembered of Washington, said he was no gentleman, he wanted [a] boy to
work without wages.*’

Decades later, the Cambridge historian Samuel F. Batchelder pointed out that Tony Vassall
was thought to be over sixty years old in 1775, and thus could not have been a
“boy...swinging on the gate” that July. The long-lived former slave who told this anecdote
about Washington must have been Darby Vassall (1769-1861).*

The transmission of that anecdote is obviously hazy. Nonetheless, it probably
contains a germ of truth because in nineteenth-century America George Washington was so
revered that there was no advantage to making up stories that put him in a bad light. Given
the risk to a poor old black man to tell such an anecdote, Darby Vassall must have been
strongly motivated to do so, most likely by his memory of a difficult encounter. Vassall’s
unusual perspective on Washington is probably also why people recalled and repeated the
tale.

Batchelder gathered more details of Darby Vassall’s life from notes of the Rev.
Nicholas Hoppin of Christ Church, Cambridge.*” The former slave had told the minister that
he was born in John Vassall’s house in May 1769, a couple of months after Col. Henry
Vassall’s death—which would explain why he does not appear on the inventory of the latter’s
estate. Batchelder stated:

At a tender age he was “given” to George Reed of South Woburn, a recent
convert to Episcopalianism and one of the group who from that distant township
occasionally attended Christ Church, Cambridge. That worthy patriot, when the
Revolution broke out, threw to the winds his half-assimilated Church of England
principles, joined the provincial forces, marched to Bunker Hill, was there
stricken by “a surfeit of heat,” and in a few days expired.*

¥ NEHGR, 25:44-5.

% Batchelder, Bits of Cambridge History, 218-21.

*" For these details Batchelder relied on “Hoppin MS.” then at Christ Church, Cambridge.
* Batchelder. Bits of Cambridge History, 218.
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Batchelder’s account appears to mix two men from Woburn named George Reed, who were
father and son. The elder (1723-1804) listed himself among the town’s Anglicans as early as
1752.% Town records state that a “Negro woman of George Reed” died on 15 May 1775 at
the age of twenty, so he was definitely a slaveholder.’® The younger George Reed, born in
1749, died soon after the Battle of Bunker Hill, with his funeral on 26 Jun 1775.° 1t is
conceivable that Darby accompanied the younger Reed to the siege lines as a personal
servant and returned to his own family after his master was mortally wounded. In any event,
Darby was apparently at the house of his birth in the following month.

In 1796 the brothers Darby and Cyrus Vassall bought a house and property in Boston
covering 4,000 feet on May Street, valued two years later at $400.% Darby married Lucy
Holland on 4 April 1802; she was twenty-eight years old, according to her reported age at
death. On 4 December 1796 Darby had been “baptized at the table” of the Brattle Street
meetinghouse, and Lucy joined the same meeting on 3 March 1805.%* Cyrus married Lucy
Jenkins in 1805.%* Darby and his Lucy had these children:

William, born 30 January 1803 died young,.

Charles-Ward and Rhoda-Goosby, baptized 8 July 1804 at King’s Chapel.

William, born 21 April 1805, baptized 3 May at the Brattle Street
meetinghouse, died 26 August of “Internal Fits.”

Francis Holland, born 9 November 1806, baptized 7 December at the Brattle
Street meetinghouse.

Sally Campbell or Kimball, born 18 March 1810, baptized 6 May at the Brattle
Street meetinghouse.

Unnamed child born around June 1812, died 20 October 1813 at age “17 mo.”
Richard Chardon, born 13 September 1814.%

Darby Vassall apparently worked as a caterer for some of Boston’s wealthy families. He built
a “New Brick mansion house” on the May Street land in 1807. After his father’s death, he
bought out the other heirs to the family’s Cambridge property and in 1827 built a new house
there. Batchelder also stated that “In 1824 he was living in the household of the wealthy
Samuel Brown of Boston,...who by will not only left him wearing apparel, fuel and

¥ Sewall, History of Woburn, 500.

50 Finding Aids, Town Clerk’s Office, Burlington, Massachusetts,
<http://www.burlington.org/clerk/archives/findaid/123/123m.htm>.

>! Sewall, History of Woburn, 573.
2 Batchelder, Bits of Cambridge History, 220. BTR, 22:45.
>3 Records of the Churches of Boston, CD-ROM.

**BTR, 30:477, 276. Cyrus and Lucy Vassall were married and had their children baptized at Trinity
Church; Records of the Churches of Boston, CD-ROM.

% BTR, 24:352-5. Records of the Churches of Boston, CD-ROM. The record of the death on 26 August
1805 reads, “A child of Derby Vassall. (black) 5 weeks Internal Fits”; this does not match with the
second William’s birth four months before, but Lucy could not have had another child that summer.
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provisions, but also released him from a mortgage of two thousand dollars on the May Street
property.”>°

Darby Vassall was active in Boston’s early civil-rights community. He and his brother
Cyrus were both founding members of the African Society in 1796.°” On 23 August 1825 he
was 2nd Vice President of a banquet to celebrate the anniversary of Haitian independence,
and offered this toast:

Freedom—May the freedom of Hayti be a glorious harbinger of the time when
the color of a man shall no longer be a pretext for depriving him of his liberty.”®

When William Cooper Nell organized a commemoration of the Boston Massacre in 1858,
highlighting African-American contributions to American liberty as part of the Abolitionist
cause, he invited “Father Vassal, aged 88,” to attend as one of the event’s “living relics of the
coloured population of revolutionary days.””’ Vassall probably told the story of his
encounter with Gen. Washington at events like these.

Darby Vassall made at least one visit back to the estate where he was born. Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow’s diary for 22 March 1855 stated:

[Publisher James T.] Fields comes out to hear some parts of “Hiawatha”. Read to
him the Introduction, and “The Peace Pipe.” Then we are interrupted. Lundy
Lane, and old Mr. Vassal, (born a slave in this house in 1769.) come to see me,
and stay so long, that Fields is driven away; and there is no [an?] end of the
reading,*

Lunsford Lane was a leader of Cambridge’s African-American community.

By that decade, Darby Vassall’s wife and most of his children were dead; Lucy had
died of “dropsy” at age 54 on 11 December 1828.°" He had become dependent on the Brattle
Square Church in Boston. A biographical notice of the Rev. Samuel Kirkland Lothrop,
minister of that church, mentions his kindness to Vassall:

The poor old negro Darby Vassall, born in slavery, and in his latter years
supported by the Brattle Square Church, of which he had been long a member,
had no enjoyment equal to his not infrequent half-hour in his pastor’s study,
where he was received as cordially as if he had been a stranger of distinction.
Indeed, it was through his pastor's agency, to the discomfort of some fastidious

°6 Batchelder, Bits of Cambridge History, 220.

> Grover and Da Silva, Boston African American National Historic Site, 76; citing the Liberator, 4 August
1832, which noted that Darby Vassall was the only founding member still alive.

*% Columbian Centinel, 31 August 1825.
% Nell, Selected Writings, 516.

% Journal, September 1853-December 1855, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow Papers, Houghton Library,
Harvard. When the poet’s brother published this diary entry, he transcribed “Mr.” as “Mrs.”—an easy
mistake, given the casual handwriting; Longfellow, Life of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 2:255.

8! Records of the Churches of Boston, CD-ROM.
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pewholders, that he was brought down from his solitary place in the negro-loft
above the organ, and comfortably seated beside the pulpit.®

Vassall chose to be buried under Christ Church, Cambridge, however, in the tomb of
the family that had held his parents captive before the Revolution. For the later years of his
life he carried a statement from Catherine Russell, a granddaughter of Henry and Penelope
Russell (see section 1.2), which read:

I have promised Darby Vassall that he and his family shall be placed in my
grandfather’s tomb under the Church in Cambridge, built by Henry Vassal &
owned by me, his grand daughter, Catherine Graves Russell; in said tomb all my
family now are & there I expect to be placed myself. Darby Vassal’s family
consists of two grandchildren and one daughter. Given him this paper by
Catherine Graves Russell, this day Apr. 12th 1843.9

Darby Vassall’s funeral on 15 October 1861 was widely reported in Boston, for two reasons.
First, there was the historic irony of it occurring one hundred years to the day after Christ
Church had opened. Second, with the Civil War under way, the local press was pleased to
show a Massachusetts family and church treating former slaves well.

Other death notices, including one published as far away as Philadelphia, highlighted
Darby Vassall’s life rather than his interment:

At Boston, Oct. 12th, Darby Vassall. aged 92 years. This worthy colored man was
well known, He was born in the house in Cambridge distinguished as
WASHINGTON’S Head-quarters. He was the oldest member of the Church in
Brattle square, (Boston), and was universally respected for his general intelligence
and excellent character.®*

2.3 CAMBRIDGE AS THE WAR BEGAN

On 19 April 1775 two columns of British soldiers marched northwest through
Cambridge, one under Col. Francis Smith in the middle of the night and the other under Col.
Percy in the morning. They did not pass the Vassall estates, but took the Lexington road. By
the time those soldiers returned in the late afternoon, the Revolutionary War had begun.
Provincial militiamen were firing at the regular troops. Most Cambridge men had reported to

62 MHSP, 23:169.

63 Transcript of Edward Doubleday Harris to Samuel F. Batchelder, Jr., 21 April 1862, in Folder E-07-7,
"Vassall Tomb closing--1865," archives of Christ Church, Cambridge. Harris reported that this text
came from a copy owned by “Mrs. C. P. Curtis, 19 Mt. Vernon St. Boston”—probably Margarett
Stevenson Curtis (1811-1888), wife of a prominent attorney and abolitionist. Darby Vassall’s daughter
and grandchildren were not interred in the Vassall tomb before it was closed. According to Amory,
Darby Vassall received the promise of space in the Vassall tomb from “one in whose employment he
had been and whose wife’s uncle had married Henry Vassall’s daughter”—i.e., the husband of a niece
of Dr. Charles Russell; NEHGR, 25:45. Perhaps that person provided Vassall with an introduction to
Catherine Russell.

% Philadelphia Inquirer, 5 November 1861.
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their militia companies or fled with the women and children.® Again, the redcoats did not
approach the Vassall farms, but some of the provincials chasing them probably traveled east
along the Watertown road into Cambridge center.

By the evening of 19 April Cambridge was full of armed men. It was the last town
before Charlestown, where the British column had found safety under the protection of
Royal Navy warships. Cambridge was also unusual in having many large buildings where
militiamen could sleep overnight: the halls of Harvard College, two churches rather than the
usual one, and some large mansions abandoned by their owners. However, there is no
evidence that visitors took advantage of the John Vassall house that night; the only people
probably living on that property, Tony and Cuba Vassall’s family, left no account of the
aftermath of the Battle of Lexington and Concord.

The leaders of Massachusetts scrambled to take control of the situation.
Massachusetts general William Heath (see section 4.8) was the highest-ranking officer in the
field that day, directing some of the last parts of the fight with Dr. Joseph Warren of the
Massachusetts Provincial Congress’s Committee of Safety. But the militia companies had
really responded on their own. As in the Powder Alarm the previous September (see section
1.4), men had mustered in their town companies and marched without receiving explicit
instructions from their commanders, much less the civil authorities.

Gen. Artemas Ward (see section 4.4), who had been sick on the day of the alarm, rode
into Cambridge to take command of the army on 20 April. He made his headquarters in the
house of Jonathan Hastings, beside the college.®® By 24 April the Committee of Safety was

also meeting in “their chamber, at Mr. Steward Hastings’s house.”®’

Jonathan Hastings
(1709-1783) had been Harvard College’s steward since 1750. This job was not a servile role,
but an important administrative responsibility. Hastings was a Harvard graduate, justice of
the peace, and son-in-law of the Rev. John Cotton of Newton.®® His house was substantial—
though it would soon seem crowded.

One of the first challenges of that command was finding a way to house the
Massachusetts soldiers near enough to Boston and Charlestown to ensure the British troops
did not come out again. Lessons at Harvard College were “broken up” and did not resume
until 1 October, when the whole institution had moved to Concord.® In January 1776 the

Continental Army counted 1,520 soldiers housed in three college buildings.”

% Hannah Winthrop to Mercy Warren, [April or May 1775], MHSC, 73:409-11; also printed in MHSP,
14:29-31. Cleary, Elizabeth Murray, 171.

5 Martyn, Artemas Ward, 89-91. The Hastings house, later the boyhood home of Oliver Wendell
Holmes, Sr., was where Harvard’s Littauer Hall now stands.

57 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 521.

% CSMP, 10:55, 14:24. A capsule biography of Hastings as a member of the Harvard class of 1730
appears in Sibley’s Harvard Graduates.

69 New-England Chronicle or Essex Gazette, 7 September 1775; Shattuck, Concord, 120.

™ American Archives, series 4, 4:844.
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Other, sparse evidence suggests that companies stayed in taverns and the homes of
people who supported the Patriot cause. Samuel Haws of Wrentham kept a journal of the
first days of the war which described stopping at such places for refreshment (and in one case
to haze suspected Tories). His company ended up at “Mr. Slaks house” in Roxbury—the
home of John Slack and his family—and remained there through June.”" A member of Col.
John Stark’s New Hampshire alarm company remembered that they gathered at a tavern in
Medford."

According to an 1836 account, when Capt. Benedict Arnold arrived in Cambridge
with the Connecticut Footguards in response to the Lexington alarm, “they took up their
quarters at a splendid mansion owned by Lieut. Governor Oliver, who was obliged to flee on
account of his attachment to the British cause.””® There is no other documentation of militia
troops taking over an empty Loyalist house in Cambridge in April 1775. They may have kept
away from those mansions out of respect for private property and a lingering sense of social
deference. The houses along the Watertown road may also have been too far from the crucial
areas to be useful. Alternatively, militia companies might have slept in or even looted those
mansions, and there was simply no one around to complain.

Troops did camp on the Ralph Inman estate east of the Cambridge town center,
closer to the British positions. Inman himself was in Boston, but his wife Elizabeth—a
substantial property-owner in her own right, due to her businesses and previous marriage—
was managing the farm with relatives and servants. The provincial headquarters sent an
officer to check on her, and by 27 April Gen. Israel Putnam (see section 4.6) had come to
visit. Elizabeth Inman turned over part of her house to militiamen guarding the approaches
from the river. Then one of the Inman slaves, a man named Job, described his mistress as a
Tory, and the troops responded by refusing to let her visit her husband at the lines,
presumably out of fear she might pass on sensitive information. To further mollify the
soldiers, Inman turned over more of her kitchen, rooms, and other resources. She also
sought help from Putnam, who provided a written pass, a small guard, and by mid-May his
own son Daniel to keep her secure.”

There are also examples of provincials menacing private citizens in late April,
apparently without official orders. A musket-carrying man threatened Christian Barnes of
Marlborough, whose Loyalist husband had left town; he demanded dinner and tried to take a
horse, claiming to act on behalf of the militia but not showing any paperwork.” In early May
Gen. Ward complained to the Committee of Safety about specific men in Roxbury seizing

n Lyon and Haws, Military Journals, 51-2, 54, 60.
"2 Stark, Gen. John Stark, 29.

3 Barber, Connecticut Historical Collections, 168.
™ Cleary, Elizabeth Murray, 174-6.

" Cleary, Elizabeth Murray, 174.

43



Arrival of the Provincial Army

guns from citizens; he was upset that they were acting in his name without his
authorization.”

One reason the militiamen might not have taken over the John Vassall house in April
1775 is that a lot of them began going home. They had come out with enough supplies for
only a day or two, and the immediate emergency appeared to have passed. The
Massachusetts Provincial Congress discussed the major step of creating an official army with
soldiers enlisted through the end of the year. On 23 April Gen. Ward sent a plea to the
congress:

My situation is such, that if I have not enlisting orders immediately, I shall be left
here all alone. It is impossible to keep the men here, excepting something be
done. I therefore pray that the plan may be completed and handed to me this
morning, that you, gentlemen of the Congress, issue orders for enlisting men.””

The congress responded immediately, even on a Sunday. Massachusetts’s de facto
government approved enlisting 13,600 men right away, with an eye toward an army of
30,000.”® Some of the militiamen already on the front lines, like John Stark’s New Hampshire
regiment and Samuel Haws and many of his comrades, agreed to form parts of this new army.
In towns across the colony, leading Patriots began to sign up soldiers; any man who enlisted

1.” These new

enough captains and soldiers to fill a 598-man regiment could be a colone
Massachusetts regiments, and similar units from the other three New England colonies,
started to arrive in Cambridge and the other front-line towns in early May. With due
deliberation the Provincial Congress appointed Joseph Pearse Palmer as quartermaster
general, John Pigeon as commissary general, Asa Whitcomb as muster master, and other
administrators necessary to provide food and drink, sanitary facilities, clothing, gunpowder,

and further military supplies.°

2.4 THE HOUSING CRUNCH

Those new soldiers also needed long-term housing—not just a night or two in an inn
or the house of an indulgent farmer, but barracks where they could stay until the royal troops
left Boston or surrendered. Some regiments, such as Col. Ebenezer Larnard’s, came with
tents, which would offer shelter for at least the summer months.®! But others did not; the
Connecticut council of war was still discussing how to supply Gen. Putnam’s regiment with
tents on 19 June, and believed that their commissary general could buy cloth and hire “some

1 incoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 206.

"incoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 148. Martyn, Artemas Ward, 94. Other sources,
including Frothingham, Siege of Boston, 93; American Archives, series 4, 2:384; and Smith, “Rise of
Artemas Ward,” 225, date this letter on 24 April.

8 American Archives, series 4, 2:765.

79 Martyn, Artemas Ward, 95.

8 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 530, 362, 208.

81 MHSP, 14:285, 15:82. But note that Larned’s men soon had a barracks to sweep out.
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of the poor tent-makers escaped from Boston”—just when other units would be wanting the
same things.®” That need for shelter made the provincial troops take a new look at nearly
empty estates like John Vassall’s.

On 2 May the Committee of Safety recorded the first signs of “persons unknown”—
but almost certainly soldiers—entering the mansions along the Watertown road. They were
not looking for treasure or beds:

The quarter master general having informed that some persons unknown had
made spoil of liquors in the cellars of General Brattle, and Mr. Borland, and
others, whereupon, Voted, that he be directed to take possession of those liquors,
and other stores, immediately, in all the houses which are deserted, and thata
particular account of such stores be taken, and that they be then committed to
the care of the commissary general.*’

The William Brattle and John Borland houses were the most accessible, near the center of
Cambridge and the college. It is possible that John Vassall’s cellar was among the “others”
that people had entered. In any event, the committee’s order empowered the military
authorities to search “all the houses which are deserted.”

Only the next day did the committee vote:

That the quarter master general be directed to pay the strictest attention, that the
household furniture of those persons, who have taken refuge in the town of
Boston, may be properly secured, and disposed of in places of safety.®*

And the day after that, the committee told a colonel “to take possession of all the arms and
ammunition that he shall find in Mr. Borland’s house, and bring them to head quarters.”
There the quartermaster or a member of the Committee on Supplies appraised the weapons
and noted down their value, leaving compensation for later.*

New Hampshire records indicate that six weeks before the Battle of Bunker Hill, or
in the first week of May, Col. John Stark’s regiment started to use the resources “at Colonl.
Royall’s.”®® Stark’s descendants offered this understanding of how he came to be in that
Medford mansion:

a gentleman named “Royal,” who, on retiring to the city, had left his lady, with a
family of beautiful and accomplished daughters, in possession of his abode. The
mansion being conveniently situated for his “head quarters,” Colonel Stark called
upon the family, and proposed, if agreeable to them, his occupancy of a few
rooms for that purpose; to which Madame Royal most cheerfully assented, being

82 American Archives, series 4, 2:1038.
8 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 532.
81 incoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 534.

% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 538; guns from Borland’s house are mentioned on 540
and 567. “Two small arms” were taken from the Brattle house: 562.

8 New Hampshire, Provincial and State Papers, 7:598.
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well aware that the presence of an officer of his rank would afford her family and
premises the best protection against any possible insult or encroachment®

However, Isaac Royall’s “lady” had died in 1770, and his daughters all married before the
war.® Stark probably just invoked military necessity and moved in.

By 13 May Col. Stark had possession of “provisions and [a] chest of medicines
belonging to Madam Vassal.” Penelope Vassall had probably sent these things to her
brother’s house in Medford. She asked the Patriot authorities to let her goods, probably
including some at her Cambridge home, be moved into Boston. The provincial government
agreed that “the other packages may pass,” but the food and medicines were too important to
give up.¥

As more New England troops arrived, they began filling more Loyalist houses. On 12
May according to the diary of Pvt. Caleb Haskell, his company from Newburyport “arrived
at Cambridge at half after 11 o’clock; [and] took our quarters at Bolin’s (a tory) house.”*° Five
days later, Pvt. Nathaniel Ober recorded that his unit enjoyed “good Quarters” at “Judge
Lees house at Cambridge.””" On 30 May Pvt. Samuel Haws recorded “Captain Ponds
company moved to comodore Lorings house” in Jamaica Plain.*

The journal of Lt. Col. Experience Storrs of Connecticut shows how impromptu this
quartering could be. On 2 June 1775 he had led an unspecified number of companies as far as
Waltham. Storrs and one lieutenant went ahead into Cambridge to look at “Col. Lee’s house,
where we expected to have tarried”—apparently the house that Joseph Lee had vacated on
the Watertown road and that Pvt. Ober’s company was enjoying. Storrs “found 3 companies”
already there. The lieutenant colonel proceeded to headquarters to consult with his
Connecticut commander, Gen. Putnam; “he came with us to our proposed quarters, looked
for accommodations for my companies.”

The next day, Storrs wrote, Putnam conducted the regiment “to the house of Mr.
Fairweather, where we make our quarters.” Thomas Fayerweather (see section 1.6) was not
home at the time. Over the next four days Storrs kept busy attending Sunday service on
Cambridge common, viewing the fortifications, learning the routine of the camp, and fighting
off a “bad cough.” On 8 June the regiment’s unwitting host appeared, presumably from a
retreat to the west:

Mr. Fairweather came home last night out of humor as they tell me. No wonder,
his house filled up with soldiers, and perhaps his interest suffers as it really must.
Sent for me, yet appears to act the part of a gentleman.

¥ Stark, Gen. John Stark, 348.

% NEHGR, 39:355-7.

% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 544.

% «Bolin” was how Haskell heard the name “Borland.” Quoted in Roberts, March to Quebec, 460.

°! Nathaniel Ober diary, Massachusetts Historical Society; page images and transcription visible at
<http://www.masshist.org/online/siege/doc-viewer.php?item_id=1900>.

92 Lyon and Haws, Military Journals, 56.
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Storrs’s diary entry for the next day offers a whiff of daily life in Fayerweather’s house: “my
company uneasy for want of beer and soap for washing; many visitors from Windham” back
home.”

A Norwich, Connecticut, soldier stated how many men were sleeping in just one

Cambridge house that spring:

There is about 250 soldiers in this House, and we are not much crowded, but I
wish they were out, all except our company. This building that we are in belonged
to one of the Tories, but he has gone and left this building for us. It is the finest
and largest building in town. ..’

Such housing was usually spartan, with the household furnishings moved or stored
away; the best rooms and beds would have been reserved for officers. Former fifer John
Greenwood recalled enlisting in late May 1775 in a company “quartered in the house of the
Episcopal minister, who, with his family, had deserted it at an early period of the
disturbances and gone into Boston. . ..” This veteran wrote:

There we stayed; to call it living was out of the question, for we had to sleep in
our clothes upon the bare floor. I do not recollect that I even had a blanket, but I
remember well the stone which I had to lay my head upon.”

The provincial army also continued to use public buildings. On 17 June Capt. John
Chester wrote, his Connecticut company “were in the church for barracks”—the now
unused Christ Church. He himself was apparently in separate “lodgings”—a typical
arrangement for armies of the time.’® The next day, Samuel Haws’s company was sent from
Roxbury to Cambridge to reinforce positions there. He wrote, “we reached their about
twelve o clock at night and Lodged in the meting house until break of day being Sunday we
turned out.””” Cambridge’s Congregationalists still needed their place of worship.”®

The Battle of Bunker Hill prompted the military authorities to order more regiments
into Cambridge. It also sent another alarm through the civilian population, prompting more
families to leave. Elizabeth Inman moved out to Brush Hill, a larger estate she owned in
Milton. Gen. Putnam then took over her Cambridge house as his headquarters, with Col.

% MHSP, 14:84-5.

% Asa Fitch to Theophilus Fitch, date unknown, Cambridge, printed in Historical Magazine, 3 :7.
Fitch’s other letters indicate that his company reached Cambridge before the fight on Noddle’s Island
in late May 1775. His undated letter does not offer enough clues to suggest which large Cambridge
house he stayed in.

> Greenwood, Revolutionary Services, 9. As noted in section 1.7, the Rev. Winwood Sarjeant and his
family had not gone into Boston but headed to New Hampshire. Greenwood later settled in New York
and became Washington’s favorite dentist.

% John Chester to Rev. Joseph Fish (?), 22 July 1775, in Frothingham, Siege of Boston, 391.
7 Lyon and Haws, Military Journals, 58.

% The Cambridge first parish’s meetinghouse was on the present site of Harvard’s Lehman Hall.
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Sergeant’s regiment on the grounds.”” By January 1776 an inventory of available barracks
listed this property as “26 rooms, will hold twenty men each; Mr. Inman’ s house for
officers.”'*

The New England army thus started using abandoned Loyalist houses before the
Massachusetts authorities made any formal move to confiscate those properties. On 22 May
that congress urged “that no person within this colony shall take any deed, lease, or
conveyance whatever, of the lands, houses, or estates of” mandamus Councilors and other
supporters of the royal government.'”* That meant Loyalists could not sign over their
properties to friends in the countryside or people moving out of Boston, who might then put
up a fuss about the army using the houses. But that was as far as the congress went before
summer.

2.5 THE COMMITTEE OF SAFETY AND THE VASSALL ESTATE

The first clear evidence that there were soldiers stationed in the John Vassall house
appears in the records of the Committee of Safety for 15 May 1775:

Voted, That the quarter master general be directed to remove as many of the three
companies now at Mr. Borland’s, to the house of Doct. Kneeland, as the house
can accommodate, and that the three companies at Mr. Vassal’s house, be placed
at Mr. Foxcroft’s house, and that Mr. Borland’s house be cleared and cleansed as
soon as possible.'”

In the new provincial army, companies were supposed to number fifty-nine men.'” That
figure included officers, and not all units were at full strength, but three companies would
mean about 150 men squeezed into the Vassall house.

The Committee of Safety’s 15 May order explains why it had decided to move those
soldiers out. It had resolved that “Mr. Borland’s house be appropriated for the use of the
committee of safety.” The committee was still doing its business at Gen. Ward’s “Head-
quarters,” but the Hastings house was probably getting crowded. That first order stated no
plan for using the Vassall house. However, toward the end of the day the committee voted
“That the clearing Mr. Borland’s and Mr. Vassal’s houses be suspended till further
orders.”'** Committee members may have decided they did not have enough authority to
give those orders, or at least not enough to overcome objections from the army or practical
obstacles.

* Cleary, Elizabeth Murray, 181-2.
190 Asnerican Archives, series 4, 4:844.
' Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 249.

' Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 548-9. Kneeland’s house then held part of the
Middlesex County probate records, and Foxcroft’s the “records of the county,” so all those papers
were to be moved to yet another home.

19 Martyn, Artemas Ward, 95.

1% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 548-9.

48



Arrival of the Provincial Army

The next action came at a higher level. On 19 May the entire Provincial Congress set
up a committee “for providing a house for the abode of Joseph Trumbull, Esq., of
Connecticut, and another for the chairman and the other members of the committee of
safety.”'” Trumbull was the commissary general for the troops from Connecticut, as well as
the son of that colony’s governor (see section 5.4). The committee suggested that Trumbull
use the Borland house and the Committee of Safety use the Vassall house, “as soon as
General Ward shall provide for the soldiers in said houses in some other places.”'* The
Committee of Safety followed up with a resolution on the same day “that the quarter master
general be directed to clear the said [Vassall] house, immediately, of the soldiers now lodged
there,” so that it could move in.'’

On 19-20 May the Provincial Congress elected a new Committee of Safety—though
really it reelected many members already serving on that committee or the Committee on
Supplies. The first member named, who usually served as chairman, was John Hancock, but
he was in Philadelphia. The next was Dr. Joseph Warren, followed by Dr. Benjamin Church;
they were thus probably the acting chairmen.'® On the next day Congress enlarged the
powers of this committee, giving it formal authority to direct the Massachusetts army.

Did this Committee of Safety actually use the John Vassall house as its base of
operations? That property was on the road between Gen. Ward’s headquarters and the
Watertown buildings where the Provincial Congress and Committee of Supplies were
meeting.'” But the committee’s incomplete records end in July 1775 without providing an
answer. Correspondence from the committee is datelined simply “Cambridge.”''’ Pvt.
Haskell’s diary confirms that his company left the Borland house on 19 May: “We removed
from Bolin’s to Wigglesworth’s”—the house of Harvard professor Edward Wigglesworth.'!!
That makes it more likely that the soldiers in John Vassall’s house also moved. But it is
conceivable that the army could not find suitable new quarters for those three companies. It
is also possible that they vacated some of the rooms, but not others.

By mid-June, the Committee of Safety realized that its army needed a better solution
to the housing crunch. On 13 June it

' Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 240.
196 Asnerican Archives, series 4, 2:811.
7 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 557.

18 Other members were Benjamin White, Joseph Palmer of Braintree, Richard Devens of Charlestown,
Abraham Watson of Cambridge, John Pigeon of Newton (formerly of Cambridge), Azor Orne of
Marblehead, Benjamin Greenleaf, Nathan Cushing, Samuel Holten, and Enoch Freeman. Lincoln,
Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 240.

' Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 570.

"% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 571.

" Quoted in Roberts, March to Quebec, 459-60. Wigglesworth’s house was across the road from

Borland’s on land now under Harvard’s Widener Library. On 21 June, Wigglesworth lodged with the
Rev. John Marrett of Burlington; Hurd, History of Middlesex County, 1:676.
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earnestly recommended to the honorable Congress, that the representations
from the quarter master general, be taken into immediate consideration,
especially as the committee, from their own knowledge, find the rooms too much
crowded, and the healths and lives of the soldiers thereby greatly exposed; and if
tents carﬂlzot be immediately furnished, that some barracks be forthwith

erected.

The next day, the Provincial Congress created a committee to consider “providing tents or
barracks for the army at Cambridge” (Another committee was formed “to consider the
propriety of supplying the generals of the Massachusetts army at Cambridge and Roxbury,
with some necessary household furniture.”)'"?

Then came the Battle of Bunker Hill. The Committee of Safety’s chairman, Dr.
Warren, was killed. The army suddenly needed hospitals for the wounded. The British
advance also provoked a new sense of alarm, so the committee ordered more troops into
Cambridge, which in turn meant a need for more housing. On 28 June Gen. Ward ordered
“That Lieut.-Colonel [William] Bond occupy one room, in the south-east corner of Col.
Vassall’s house, upon the second floor, for the sick belonging to said regiment, till a
convenient place can be procured elsewhere for the above-said purpose.” ' This was the
regiment of Col. Thomas Gardner, then dying from a wound at Bunker Hill; its men came
from Cambridge and nearby towns. On 5 July the Provincial Congress approved Dr.
Abraham Watson, Jr. (1752-1804), of Cambridge as surgeon of that regiment and Dr. William
Vinal (1752-1781) of Watertown as his mate.'"> Watson and Vinal, classmates in the Harvard
class of 1771, had probably been treating the men in the Vassall house. Watson’s father had
served alongside Col. Gardner in several political roles, including the provincial Committee
of Safety."® It is not clear how all the other rooms of the mansion were being used at this

2.6 THE MARBLEHEAD REGIMENT TIME.

Gen. Washington’s account book contains this entry for 15 July 1775:

To Cash paid for cleaning the House wch/ was Provided for my Quarters & wch.
had been occupied by the Marblehd. Regimt."'

121 incoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 566.
' Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 322-3.
"* MHSP, 15:112.

'S Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 449. American Archives, series 4, 2:1481. For profiles
of the young doctors, see Sibley’s Harvard Graduates, 17:654, 670. Eliot, History of Cambridge, 90.

181 incoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 78, 240, 679-80. Drake, History of Middlesex, 1:106,
339.

"7 Page in Washington’s expense notebook visible at
<http://memory.loc.gov/mss/mgw/mgw5/116/1800/1805.jpg>, and reproduced in Washington and
Kitman, George Washington’s Expense Account, 42.
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That is the sole evidence that soldiers from Marblehead were in the John Vassall house in the
summer of 1775. Presumably there were at least three companies inside. More may have
stayed in tents on the grounds, but it is impossible to say.

The Marblehead regiment had started the year, as the Essex Gazette reported it,
“upon the respectable American Establishment.” Its members had voted for officers who
owed no allegiance or favors to the royal governor and supported the Patriot cause. In fact,
they chose the same officers as before, but now those gentlemen’s authority came from the
bottom up, with no connection to the “new-fangled” government. The commanders were
Col. Jeremiah Lee, Lt. Col. Azor Orne, Lt. Col. John Glover, Maj. John Gerry, and Maj.
William Russell Lee of the “train,” or artillery company.''®

In 1765 Marblehead had just under five thousand inhabitants, making it the second-
largest town in Massachusetts and the sixth-largest in British North America.'" It was
populous enough to field an entire regiment within the Essex County militia. Marblehead
stood out from typical Massachusetts towns. Its economy depended more on fishing and
shipping than on farming, and since its founding it had attracted immigrants more interested
in making a good living at sea than in building a Puritan religious community. Along with its
neighbors Salem, Beverly, and Gloucester, Marblehead had been early to protest the
enforcement of British customs law—the region revived tarring and feathering before that
public punishment spread to Boston—but had not been so fervent about other grievances.
Parliament may have hoped that the Boston Port Bill would make Salem and Marblehead
grateful to take over Boston’s transatlantic business; instead, in 1774 the towns became more
militant, and the region became a center for gathering and smuggling in military equipment.

Col. Lee was a leader of the Massachusetts Committee of Supplies, which was
responsible for gathering that matérial. Lt. Col. Orne served on the Committee of Safety,
along with the Marblehead merchant Elbridge Gerry. Two other wealthy merchants,
Jonathan Glover and Joshua Orne, represented Marblehead in the Provincial Congress.'*
Those political responsibilities meant the leadership of the town’s militia regiment fell to its
third-in-command, John Glover (1732-1797)—especially when Lee took sick after hiding
(probably unnecessarily) from British army officers on 18-19 April and died on 10 May.

Col. Glover was a shoemaker, ship owner, and trader. He had married Hannah Gale
on 30 October 1755 and their first child was born five months later on 23 March—a common
circumstance for New England couples in the 1700s. Eventually they had eleven children.'*'
John Glover had been an officer in the Marblehead militia since 1759 and a member of the
Marblehead Committee of Correspondence starting in December 1772.'** In November
1774 he bought a wharf across the bay in Beverly, which may have been used to bring in

"8 Essex Gazette, 24 January 1775.

9 Billias, John Glover, 27.

120 Billias, John Glover, 20. Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 8,78, 274.
121 Billias, John Glover, 22-3.

122 Billias, John Glover, 22,31-2.
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proscribed military goods and certainly became a base of American naval operations later in
1775 (see chapter 12).

After the war began and the Provincial Congress resolved to raise an army enlisted
through the end of the year, Glover set out to organize a regiment. Diary entries printed in
The Marblehead Register in 1830 provide a glimpse of his activity. On 22 May 1775 the diarist
wrote, “Drums and fifes go about town; fishermen enlisting for Continental Army.” There
was a Royal Navy schooner in the harbor, and on 30 May a rumor spread through town:
“soldiers said to be landing at the ferry; Glover with the Regiment turn out; himself with a
short jacket on; alarm false.” A week later, on 6 June, Glover’s 45-ton schooner Hannah
arrived from the Caribbean. He had himself rowed out to meet his ship. At the same time, the
naval sloop Merlin launched a barge with an officer demanding that the schooner stop and be
searched. Glover shouted to his captain to keep sailing, “and so run her into Gerry’s wharf;
much people collected to see the fraly.”123

On 2 June “Colonel Glover, and the sons of the late worthy Colonel Lee, of
Marblehead,” came to Cambridge with a bag of mail which the London government had sent
in one of Lee’s schooners. Newspapers reported, “In the bag are letters from administration
to General Gage, the Admiral, and to almost all the tories in Boston.” That correspondence
dated from early April, but might still have contained valuable intelligence.'**

The Provincial Congress granted John Glover a commission in its new army on 8
June.'? A week later it certified that:

Col. Glover has levied ten companies, making in the whole 505 men, inclusive of
officers, and about three quarters of the said number armed with effective
firelocks; who are willing and choose to serve in the said army, under him the said
Glover; all now at Marblehead'*

The congress certified four other colonels at the same time, though two of them had enlisted
under 400 men. Those four regiments were all on the siege lines, but the Committee of Safety
had decided that “for the safety of this colony said [Glover’s] regiment should continue for
the present at said Marblehead.”'*” A regiment stationed there could discourage British raids
on the province’s biggest Patriot port.

After the Battle of Bunker Hill, however, those orders changed. Gen. Ward
summoned troops to the front, fearing another push by the besieged British. The Marblehead

12 “Marblehead Reminiscences,” Marblehead Register, 17 April 1830, reprinted in Upham, Memoir of
Glover, 4-6. The original publication has not been located. The diary shows some signs of being edited
to insert significant events elsewhere, but its entries of local events seem authentic. Pierce, Foster
Genealogy, 2:732, quotes Robert S. Rantoul of Salem as identifying the diary’s author as “Dr. Slory,”
perhaps Dr. Elisha Story of Marblehead.

2 Ttem datelined “New-London, June 9,” in the Pennsylvania Gazette, 21 June 1775.
'% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 314.
126 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 338.

" Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 562.
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diarist wrote: “June. 21st. A general muster in town; orders came for the Regiment to march.
June 22nd. The Regiment march for Cambridge.”'*® Azor Orne, once a Marblehead militia
officer and now busy on the Committee of Safety, might have helped to obtain quarters for
his townsmen. Historian George Athan Billias wrote, “For a brief time Glover’s men lived in
luxury. Upon their arrival they were billeted in the handsome mansion of the wealthy
Loyalist, John Vassall.”'* However, if the Vassall house had been stripped as clean as the
minister’s home where John Greenwood slept (see section 2.4), it was a crowded, empty
shell. As noted above, within a week one room was assigned to the sick of another regiment.

The History and Traditions of Marblehead contains a complete roll of the Marblehead
regiment, undated but apparently from the second half of 1775. It then contained 584 men,
all but seven listed as coming from Marblehead. One private appears as “Romeo, a negro,”
and there may have been other men of color as well.*° The Rev. William Bentley, an
adolescent Harvard student in 1775, recalled of this regiment:

They were chiefly seamen, a hardy race, but most extravagantly excentric &
sportful. . .. The men were not vitious, but all the time in motion, inventing &
contriving amusements & tricks. I was frequently among them when at
Cambridge.""

Like most soldiers in the first Continental Army, Col. Glover’s men were not dressed
in uniforms, but their civilian clothing made most of them stand out from the farmers who
filled other regiments. In about 1845 Israel Trask, who had been a ten-year-old boy helping
his father in the Cambridge camp, recalled the Marblehead regiment wearing “round jackets
and fishers’ trousers.” > In May 1776 officers in Glover’s regiment advertised in the New-
England Chronicle for some enlisted men who had run away, and those ads described what
the men had been wearing when last seen:

Silas Sawen: “a light-colored coat, with red lapels, buck-skin breeches, blue
stockings.”

Phineas Goodale: “wears a white cap, frock and trowsers.

John Holmes: “a blue coat, with leather buttons, tarred trowsers, and had on his
back four blankets.”"**

» 133

128 Upham, Memoir of Glover, 5. Billias, John Glover, 67.
12 Billias, John Glover, 68.

1% Roads, History and Traditions of Marblehead, 393-404. There are other renditions of the officers’
roll, differing mostly because of the flexibility of eighteenth-century spelling and the challenge of
transcribing it. One lieutenant is variously called Sinecross, Signcross, and Lignerass.

! Bentley, Diary, 4:529.

Y2 Dann, The Revolution Remembered, 408-9. Benson J. Lossing did not provide a source for this often-
repeated statement: “The uniform of these men, until they were attached to the Continental line,
consisted of blue round jackets and trowsers, trimmed with leather buttons”; Lossing, Pictorial Field-
Book, 2:606.

133 New-England Chronicle, 9 May 1776.
13 New-England Chronicle, 30 May 1776.
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Long baggy trousers, rather than breeches, and clothing treated with tar, to resist water, were
maritime garments.

Tradition holds that the colonel himself was known for his handsome dress. At the
end of the siege, when he left for New York, his wardrobe included:

two broadcloth coats, one of which was fully trimmed with silver lace and faced
with velvet, eight shirts from Holland, ten jackets of various shades and materials,
six pairs of breeches, and pure silver buckles for his shoes and stockings.'”’

Besides Col. Glover, the regiment’s top officers in June 1775 were:

John Gerry, Lieut.-Colonel.

Gabriel Johonnot, Major.

Caleb Gibbs, Adjutant [see section 5.10].
Nathaniel Bond, Surgeon.

Nathaniel Harrington, Surgeon’s Mate.
Joseph Stacy, Quartermaster.

Gerry was with the regiment at least through 30 June, when he served as officer of the day."*’
He departed sometime that summer, creating an opening for Johonnot to become lieutenant-
colonel and William Russell Lee to rejoin these men as a major by 15 July. (As late as 23 June

Lee had been wrestling with whether to serve under Glover or, as the Committee of Safety

had invited him to do, to take command of an artillery company.)"*®

On 2 July 1775 the Committee of Safety recorded:

One hundred small arms were delivered Col. Glover, for the use of his regiment,
amounting, as by appraisement, to one hundred ninety-two pounds eleven
shillings, which guns he engaged should be returned in good order, unless lost in
the service of this colony, as by his receipt in the minute book."*

This was one of the committee’s largest assignments of firearms, and meant that nearly the

entire regiment was armed. The following year, the colonel Glover classified his soldiers’

” < 5140

weapons as “old ones,” “ordinary Cambridge,” and “King’s arms.

That same day, Gen. Washington arrived in Cambridge, and the next afternoon the
commander issued his first orders for the Marblehead regiment:

It is ordered that Col. Glover’s Regt. be ready this evening, with all their
accoutrements, to march at a minute’s warning to support Gen. Folsom of the
New Hampshire Forces, in case his lines should be attacked.

It is also ordered that Col. Prescott’s Regiment equip themselves to march
this evening & take possession of the woods leading to Lechmere’s Point, and, in

133 Billias, John Glover, 70.

136 M{HSP, 15:85-6. Upham, Memoir of Glover, 6.

BT MHSP, 15:112.

138 1 ee, Colonel William Raymond Lee, 11. American Archives, series 4, 2:775.
%% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 584.

10 Billias, John Glover, 70.
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case of an attack there, Col. Glover’s Regiment to march immediately to their
141
support.

Soon Washington and the Massachusetts Provincial Congress agreed that the John Vassall
house would be his headquarters (see section 3.9). Whatever companies of Glover’s regiment
were living inside had to leave. According to Bentley, “This regiment was stationed at the

[Ship] tavern one mile from Cambridge towards West Cambridge or Menotomy.”'**

2.7 JOSEPH SMITH: KEEPER OF THE VASSALL ESTATE

On 27 May 1775 the Committee of Safety issued these instructions:

Joseph Smith, keeper of John Vassal, Esq’s farm, had orders to secure any
creatures that might be put into his inclosures by ill-disposed persons, and to
inform the committee thereof.'*’

Identifying an eighteenth-century man with such a common name as Joseph Smith is often
impossible, but in this case an important clue appears in the same committee’s orders for 6
July, which refer to “Joseph and Parsons Smith.” 144 The latter name is uncommon, and allows
a likely identification of these two men.

Joseph and Parsons Smith were brothers, born in Cambridge of Ebenezer and Ann
(Bissel) Smith. Joseph was baptized on 2 July 1740 and Parsons on 2 January 1743."** They
both served in the Massachusetts military during the French and Indian War.'* By 1775 both
had married and fathered children.'*” Parsons Smith’s name appears in Gen. Washington’s
headquarters accounts on bills for milk dated 12 March and 3 April 1776.'* He also appears
as “Person Smith” on a list of Cambridge polls in 1777."*" It therefore seems likely that Joseph
and Parsons Smith were yeoman farmers who lived in Cambridge near the Vassall farm, and
that the provincial authorities assigned Joseph to look after that property.

On 10 June 1775 someone from the Committee of Safety, possibly after a trip out to
the Provincial Congress in Watertown, observed that pastures had not been mowed. The
committee enacted this resolution:

"1 Upham, Memoir of Glover, 41.

142 Bentley, Diary, 4:529. This tavern has been identified as what was later called the Davenport Tavern,
taken down to make room for St. James’s Episcopal Church.

' Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 558.
' Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 587.

> Cambridge Vital Records, 1:651-2. Joseph and Parson’s father was not the Ebenezer Smith who
owned lots of real estate in Little Cambridge at this time.

14 Paige, History of Cambridge, 405.
W Cambridge Vital Records, 1:649-52, 2:361.

148 George Washington Papers at the Library of Congress, 1741-1799: Series 5 Financial Papers,
Revolutionary War Accounts, Vouchers, and Receipted Accounts 2, images 85 and 109 of 480.
Fitzpatrick, George Washington’s Accounts of Expenses, annotations for April 1776.

14 Paige, History of Cambridge, 445.
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Whereas, sundry pieces of mowing land, belonging to persons who have left this
town, have upon them considerable quantities of grass, which, if not cut soon,
must diminish much in quantity, and as hay will be wanted for the use of this
colony, therefore, Resolved, that it be recommended to the honorable Provincial
Congress, that they appoint a committee of Congress to view said pieces of land,
and act thereon as to them, in their wisdom, shall seem meet."”

In the usual fashion, the congress followed up two days later by appointing a committee to
consider “the grass growing on the estates of the refugees at Cambridge, Charlestown,
Roxbury and Milton.” Those three members in turn recommended that the congress
authorize the Committee of Safety to handle the issue and “appoint some person, or
persons...to cut the grass and secure the hay.. .for the benefit of the colony,” a measure duly
enacted."

On 5 July the Committee of Safety authorized Joseph Bates “to cut thirty hundred of
hay, on John Vassal, Esq’s estate.”'*? The next day, the committee granted a similar boon to
the Smith brothers:

Voted, That Joseph and Parsons Smith, be allowed to cut, each, one ton of English
hay, and one ton of black grass [used for salt hay], on the estate of John Vassal,
Esq., in Cambridge, they to be accountable therefor: and that Mr. David Sanger
be directed accordingly.'”?

Men named Fisk and Wesson received the same responsibility for the Sewall and Oliver
farms, respectively.'”* Capt. Samuel Fletcher was allowed to cut “three tons of English Hay,
and all the black Grass and salt Hay” on the Oliver lands."”” The pay for the mowers, the
Provincial Congress resolved on 11 July, was “half a pint of rum, each, per day.”"*

The Smiths and other men were to deliver most of the hay they harvested to David
Sanger, who was in charge of collecting and distributing fodder for the army’s horses. On 1
July 1775 the committee ordered Sanger to deliver two-thirds of that hay to headquarters and
the rest to the committee of supplies in Watertown. Three days later, Sanger was told “to fill
the widow Vassal’s barn with hay.” Finally, on 15 July the committee ordered Sanger to “put
as much hay into the general’s barns. . .as they will receive, any order to the contrary

notwithstanding.”"’ In effect, as Gen. Washington moved into his new headquarters, the

0 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 563.
! Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 337.
32 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 587.
13 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 587.
3% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 588, 558.

155 Awmerican Archives, series 4, 2:1370. Fletcher appears to have come from what is now Townshend,
Vermont; see Hall, History of Eastern Vermont, 640-3.

1% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 486.
7 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 584, 586, 597.
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committee chose to supply him with all the hay his horses could need, setting aside other
possible uses.

Joseph Smith vanishes from Cambridge records after the baptism of a son in June
1777."® Parsons and Waitstill Smith had children in 1777 and 1780." The couple then drop
from sight until they died in the Cambridge poorhouse, Waitstill in 1808 and Parsons “of
dropsy” on 23 July 1816.'%°

2.8 SETH INGERSOLL BROWNE: KEEPER OF THE COLONY HORSES

The name of another worker on the John Vassall estate in this period appears in the
Committee of Safety’s orders for 24 June 1775:

Ordered, That the commanding officer who has the charge of the hay on John
Vassal, Esq.’s estate, be directed to supply Mr. Seth Brown, who has the care of
the colony horses, with as much hay as they may need for their consumption. . . .

Ordered, That Mr. Brown, the keeper of the colony horses, do not admit any
horses ilrgo the stables of John Vassal, Esq., but such as are the property of this
colony.

And again on 6 July:

Mr. Seth Brown was directed and empowered to clear the widow Vassal’s barns,
for the reception of hay and horses for the colony service; and also to prevent
horses feeding in the pastures owned by said widow.'®*

As with the committee’s orders on hay, it sought to ensure that the Vassall property’s
resources were reserved for the war effort.

This “keeper of the colony horses” appears to be Seth Ingersoll Browne (1750-1809),
a poor carpenter whose family recalled him working in the army’s commissary department.
Most of the information we have about Browne comes from family lore and genealogical data
collected by his granddaughter Harriet Hanson Robinson. She supplied information for
Francis S. Drake’s chronicle of the Boston Tea Party, published an article in the New England
Historical and Genealogical Register, and left a notebook of genealogical writings that her own

biographer used as source material.'®’

8 Cambridge Vital Records, 1:650.

159 Cambridge Vital Records, 1:648, 653.

10 paige, History of Cambridge, 656. Records of the Church of Christ at Cambridge, 515.
1811 incoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 576.

12 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 587.

183 Drake, Tea Leaves, xcviii-c. Harriet H. Robinson, “Nicholas Browne of Reading and Some of His
Descendants,” NEHGR, 44 (1890), 281-6. Bushman, “4 Good Poor Man’s Wife,” 4-7. Robinson and her
husband William both rose from working-class families to positions of fragile gentility. Harriet
Robinson’s memoir Loom and Spindle: or, Life Among the Early Mill Girls New York: T. Y. Crowell,
1898) is a major source on the life of factory workers in Lowell around 1840. She mentions memorizing
large chunks of Henry W. Longfellow’s poetry in the evenings: 45-6.
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Robinson never knew her grandfather, who died sixteen years before she was born.
For details of Seth Browne’s activity during the Revolution, she relied on her mother, who as
avery young girl had heard his stories as he tended the Punch Bowl Tavern in Roxbury.
Barroom tales and family anecdotes that children retell decades later are unreliable historical
sources, and Browne’s adventures do not break that pattern. Nevertheless, the Committee of
Safety records suggest that he did in fact work for the provincial army in 1775.

Seth Ingersoll Browne was born in 1750 and baptized on 8 July in Cambridge.'** His
family lived in Little Cambridge, now Brighton. Seth’s father was sixty-eight years old, his
oldest half-brothers in their forties, and his mother considerably younger. The elder Browne
died in 1768 and within a year Seth’s mother married a mariner and moved to Britain. Seth,
then close to his majority, and his oldest sister wrote to Cambridge judge Samuel Danforth
about whom they wanted to be their guardian:

Cambridge June the 12 1770
Mr. Samuel Danford Esquer
Sir, if it is agreeable to youre honer we have chose Mr. Ephraim Jackson for
owre gardean
Seth Ingersoll Browne,
Mary Browne. 165

When Seth Browne came of age, he apparently set up a carpentry shop in Charlestown, near
where the Warren Bridge was later built. His family recalled him as “a thick-set man with a
fierce look...[and] white, even ‘double’ teeth, which he gritted in his sleep. He had black hair
and blue eyes.” %

According to his granddaughter, Browne participated in the Boston Tea Party on 16
December 1773 and helped store gunpowder in his shop in 1775; neither of those statements
can be verified. She also stated that Browne fought in the Battle of Bunker Hill as a non-
commissioned officer; he “was wounded in the leg, and also received an injury to his eye.”

After the war he used to sing this verse to the tune of “Yankee Doodle”:

We marched down to Charlestown ferry,
And there we had our battle:

The shot it flew like pepper & salt.

And made the old town rattle."®

However, the family’s anecdotes of the Bunker Hill battle do not match the historical record
in nearly any detail.

164 Records of the Church of Christ at Cambridge, 160; Seth’s middle name is transcribed as “Ingerson.”
' NEHGR, 44:284.
166 Bushman, “A Good Poor Man’s Wife,” 4-5.

187 Drake, Tea Leaves, xcix. Bushman calls these verses “bad enough to be genuine”; “A Good Poor
Man’s Wife,” 5.

58



Arrival of the Provincial Army

It seems more credible that Seth Browne was among the inhabitants of Charlestown
who evacuated the town for fear of fighting and then saw their homes and workshops burned
during the battle. Deprived of his livelihood and possibly injured in one eye, Browne sought
employment from the government. The provincial authorities appear to have been eager to
employ refugees from Charlestown so they would not become public burdens.

According to Harriet Robinson, “Mr. Brown served as an assistant commissary
during the siege of Boston.”'*® Browne might have had that title, or that might be how the
family preferred to remember his position. In any event, in having “the care of the colony
horses,” Browne worked for the Patriot cause. According to his descendants, he “later ran a
riding school and stable,” which suggests that he was comfortable working with horses.'*’

Browne did not keep his provincial position for long, however. On 7 July 1775 one
day after he was ordered to clear Penelope Vassall’s barns, the Committee of Safety reported
that “Mr. Seth Brown, who has had the care of horses for the cannon [i.e., the artillery
regiment], has resigned that employment.”'”° Perhaps he chafed at the supervision, or saw
better prospects in other departments. Robinson wrote that Browne later “was one of the
company of picked men to transport on horseback” money that France had sent to the
Continental Army; again, this cannot be confirmed.'”! In 1777 a Cambridge tax list located
Browne living “on the South Side of Charles River” with two other men eligible for the poll
tax.'"

Seth Ingersoll Browne is not a major figure in the history of either the Revolutionary
War or the Vassall house. But he is a rare example of a poor, working-class man caught up in
history whose personal life can be traced, however imperfectly.

18 Drake, Tea Leaves, XCix.

19 Bushman, “A Good Poor Man’s Wife,” 6.

"0 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 590, 596.
' NEHGR, 44:284.

172 Paige, History of Cambridge, 446.
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CHAPTER THREE

GEN. WASHINGTON COMES TO THE VASSALL ESTATE

In July 1774 George Washington was a prosperous Virginia planter and moderately
distinguished legislator, respected locally for having commanded the colony’s regiment in
wartime fifteen years before. Twelve months later, he was in Cambridge, commander-in-
chief of an army largely made up of New Englanders, facing off against the British military.

In those months, Washington prepared himself carefully for his new role as an
American general. The Continental Congress’s unanimous choice of him to command its
army was a big step in unifying Britain’s rebellious North American colonies. The new
commander-in-chief traveled to Massachusetts on a tide of rising expectations. Within a
week of his arrival at Cambridge, Gen. Washington chose John Vassall’s abandoned house to
be his headquarters. He was only beginning to grasp the depth of the challenges ahead.

3.1 WASHINGTON’S FIRST MILITARY CAREER

In 1759, as John Vassall oversaw the construction of his Cambridge mansion, George
Washington had just finished a military career. He had begun in the footsteps of his brother
Lawrence, adjutant-general of Virginia at his death in 1752. Only twenty years old, George
lobbied the governor to be named adjutant of the colony’s Northern Neck, with the rank of
ma]'or.1 After two difficult campaigns against the French, Washington became colonel in
charge of all the Virginia troops in the Seven Years’ (French and Indian) War.

In many ways Washington’s military experience was frustrating. He resented how
officers in the regular British army treated American officers and troops as inferior. He failed
to obtain a regular army commission, or at least official recognition that as a Virginia colonel
he ranked alongside British colonels; his resentment was probably a factor in his later
decision to join the political movement against the London government. In five years as a
full-time soldier, Washington commanded no more than one regiment. He never saw a large
battlefield victory or siege, and the biggest campaign he took part in—Gen. Edward
Braddock’s push against the French at Fort Duquesne—ended in disaster.

Nevertheless, Washington’s first military career was entirely successful in
establishing his standing in society, which had been far from assured for a younger son of a
middling planter. His leadership let him win a seat in the Virginia House of Burgesses. Land
grants to veterans and his knowledge of western territories helped him to amass a fortune in

! Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 17, 231.
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real estate. Most important, as a colonel Washington had the social status to propose
marriage to the wealthy widow Martha Custis. He retired from the Virginia army at the end
of 1758 and married on 6 January 1759.

More than any other milestone in his life, Washington’s wedding appears to have
cooled the ambition that drove him in his early twenties. Having become the master of vast
plantations, he was never again so demanding or disingenuous in his letters to government
officials. As historian Peter Henriques wrote, the young officer had “resigned once,
threatened to resign a half dozen times, and left his men for long periods of time. . .. He
betrayed two superiors, Governor Robert Dinwiddie and General John Forbes, both of
whom had his best interests at heart.”* As a general, Washington would chide his own
officers for similar behavior.

In leaving the Virginia regiment, Washington presented himself as leaving the public
arena, at least in a major role. To one friend he wrote in September 1758: “That appearance
of Glory once in view—that hope—that laudable Ambition of Serving Our Country, and

'”

meriting its applause, is now no more!”* A year later he told a London merchant: “I am now I

believe fixd at this Seat with an agreable Consort for Life and hope to find more happiness in

retirement than I ever experienced amidst a wide and bustling World.”’

He was twenty-

seven years old.

Washington’s military career had left him with a small amount of fame in the British

Empire, for three actions:

1. After he made a diplomatic/military trip through the wilderness to the French outpost of
Fort Le Boeuf for Virginia’s governor in 1753, his detailed report was reprinted in many
American and British newspapers.°

2. In 1754 Lt. Col. Washington brought on an embarrassing skirmish that eventually helped
to spark the Seven Years’ War. His 31 May letter to his brother John Augustine (Jack)
Washington about that first combat (“I heard the bullet’s whistle, and believe me, there is
something charming in the sound. ..”) was reprinted in the August London Magazine.
Even George II commented on it: “He would not think so, if he had been used to hear

many.”’

* Ferling, Ascent of George Washington, 43-4.

’ Henriques, Realistic Visionary, 11.

4 Washington to John Robinson, 1 September 1758, PGW:Colonial, 4:432-3.

° Washington to Richard Washington, 20 September 1759, PGW:Colonial, 6:359.
8 Ferling, Ascent of George Washington, 18.

" Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 20. Horace Walpole included the king’s response in his
Memoires of the Last Ten Years of the Reign of George II. The Rev. William Gordon wrote that a
gentleman—possibly himself—asked Washington about this quotation when they were conversing
alone at Cambridge. The general answered, “If I said so, it was when I was young.” Gordon, History of
the Rise. . ., 2:203.
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3. Caught in the attack on Braddock’s column in 1755, Washington was the general’s only
aide not killed or wounded. He helped to lead the surviving British forces to safety,
keeping the disaster from being even worse. That episode repaired the damage of his
earlier boasting; the Earl of Halifax wrote, “I know nothing of Mr. Washington’s
character, but that we have it under his own hand, that he loves the whistling of Bullets,

»8 Americans

and they say he behaved as bravely in Braddocks action, as if he really did.
had even more praise for his actions, and the Rev. Samuel Davies built a sermon on how
providence had preserved him from harm.’
Washington’s work as head of the Virginia regiment for two and a half years gave him as
much experience in wartime military administration as any other Patriot born in America. He
was therefore a natural choice when the Continental Congress came to choose a

commander-in-chief.

3.2 WASHINGTON PREPARES FOR WAR

One myth of Washington’s selection as commander is that the appointment came as
an unwanted surprise to him. The chief source of this myth was Washington himself. In
proper eighteenth-century genteel fashion, he made no overt statements of interest in the
job, and responded to the offer with disclaimers of his ability. However, Washington
prepared for a military command throughout early 1775, did not propose any other names,
and would undoubtedly have felt disappointed if the Congress had chosen someone else.

In fact, Washington appears to have been one of the first colonists to openly consider
the possibility of armed rebellion against the London government. In 1777 the Virginia
diplomat Arthur Lee wrote to him: “I never forgot your declaration when I had the pleasure
of being at your House in [July] 1768 that you was ready to take your Musket upon your
Shoulder, whenever your Country call’d upon you.”'’ On 5 April 1769 Washington wrote to
his neighbor George Mason:

At a time when our lordly Masters in Great Britain will be satisfied with nothing
less than the deprivation of American freedom, it seems highly necessary that
something shou’d be done to avert the stroke and maintain the liberty which we
have derived from our Ancestors;. . . That no man shou’d scruple, or hesitate a
moment to use a-ms in defense of so valuable a blessing, on which all the good
and evil of life depends, is clearly my opinion; Yet A[r]ms I wou’d beg leave to
add, should be a last resource, dernier resort.

8 Halifax to Sir Charles Hardy, 31 March 1756, quoted in Annual Report of the American Historical
Association for the Year 1896, 689.

?In 1775, Dr. Benjamin Rush had Dunlap’s Pennsylvania Packet reprint this sermon; Longmore,
Invention of George Washington, 196.

' Arthur Lee to Washington, 15 June 1777, PGW:RW, 10:43-4.
1 PGW:Colonial, 8:178.
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Washington had played no role in the Virginia legislature’s ground-breaking debate about
the Stamp Act in 1765, though he later introduced a law to circumvent the closing of the
courts. However, he and Mason took the lead in promoting non-importation, or a boycott of
most goods from Britain, in 1769. This was, biographer John Ferling wrote, “the first major
piece of legislation for which he was responsible.” 12

In the summer of 1774 the House of Burgesses reached a deadlock with its royal
governor, Lord Dunmore, and formed itself into an independent Virginia Convention.
Washington participated in this shadow legislature, and its members chose him to be one of
the colony’s seven delegates to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia. The other six men
were all active legislators; Washington seems to have been chosen for his military
experience.13

The records of the First Continental Congress do not show Washington speaking or
serving on any committee.'* Nevertheless, he made a strong impression, especially among the

New England delegates. Silas Deane wrote home to his wife in Connecticut:

Col. Washington is nearly as tall a man as Col. Fitch, and almost as hard a
countenance; yet with a very young look and an easy, soldierlike air, and gesture.
He does not appear above forty-five, yet was in the first actions in 1753 and 1754
on the Ohio, and in 1755 was with Braddock, and was the means of saving the
remains of that unfortunate army. It is said that in the house of Burgesses in
Virginia, on hearing of the Boston Port Bill, he offered to raise and arm and lead
one thousand men himself at his own expense, for the defence of the country,
were there need of it. His fortune is said to be equal to such an undertaking.

Likewise, on 31 August John Adams wrote in his diary of hearing a similar rumor from
Thomas Lynch of South Carolina:

He told us that Coll. Washington made the most eloquent Speech at the Virginia
Convention that ever was made. Says he, “I will raise 1000 Men, subsist them at
my own Expence, and march my self at their Head for the Relief of Boston.”'

That rumor was false. (Washington’s silence at the congress should have raised doubts about
“the most eloquent speech. . .that ever was made.”) But it added to his reputation.

On 17 October Washington “Spent the evening at Mr. Mifflin’s,” according to his
diary.'” Dr. Benjamin Rush recalled this event as also including the retired British colonel

"2 Ferling, Ascent of George Washington, 69. Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 80.

U Ferling, Ascent of George Washington, 76-7. Vote totals appear in Longmore, Invention of George
Washington, 263.

' Ferling, Ascent of George Washington, 78.
“ LoD, 1:28.

1 DAJA, 2:117. See also William Black of James River County, Virginia, to the Massachusetts delegates,
22 December 1774, in MHS Collections, series 4, 4:186-7.
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Charles Lee (see section 4.5), the Massachusetts activists Samuel and John Adams, and
others.

After supper several of the company looked forward to the probable
consequence of the present measures, and state of things. John Adams said he
had no expectation of a redress of grievances and a reconciliation with Great
Britain, and as proof of this belief, he gave as a toast “Cash and Gunpowder to the
Yankees.” The war which he anticipated, it was expected would begin among the
New Engllélndmen who were then called Yankees both by their friends and
enemies.

There is no indication of what Washington thought of such talk, but he was socializing with
some of the Congress’s most radical members.

Meanwhile, back in Fairfax County, George Mason chaired a convention that
formed an independent militia company. Those men sent a letter asking Washington to be
their captain, to choose colors for their uniform, and to buy flags, drums, fifes, and other
military supplies. He chose buff and blue, the traditional colors of England’s Whigs. The
retired colonel also bought himself a sword chain, sash, gorget, and epaulettes—the insignia
of an officer." After returning home to Mount Vernon, Washington accepted similar
invitations from independent militias in Prince William, Fauquier, Richmond, and
Spotsylvania Counties. He helped other companies order gunpovvder.20

From November 1774 through February 1775 Washington corresponded with the
Philadelphia merchant William Milnor about buying officers’ insignia, muskets, and guides
to military drills for those independent companies. The retired colonel was very specific in
his orders. For example, on 23 January he specified that the Prince William Independent
Company needed:

Shoulder Knots. . .for the Sergeants and Corporals, also made of Gold; but not so
showy, finishing at the point of the Shoulder with a round rose of gold fringe, the
rose to be a little broader than the double of the Lace which it is on.

Milnor ordered military books from Boston, sent along the latest political pamphlets without
being asked, and even made a trip to Mount Vernon in February.?!

As winter ended, Washington was busy inspecting and drilling the militia in nearby
Alexandria. The 12 January 1775 John Pinkney’s Virginia Gazette of Williamsburg published
a song with a verse showing that force was supposed to oppose the royal army:

"DGW, 3:286.

'8 Rush, Autobiography, 111.

' Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 146. Henriques, Realistic Visionary, 40.
21 ongmore, Invention of George Washington, 147.

*' PGW:Colonial, 10:270-1, 294.
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In spite of Gage’s flaming sword,

Or Carleton’s Canadian troop,

Brave Washington shall give the word,
And we’ll make them howl and whoop.

In February, Mason and Washington rewrote the Fairfax Independent Militia Association’s
charter so that it left out mention of the king, an extraordinary move.? On 2 March,
Washington’s old friend George William Fairfax wrote from England, “It is reported in
London, that you are Training the People of Virginia to the Use of Arms.”**

For five days starting on 30 December Col. Charles Lee stayed at Mount Vernon.
Washington and Lee had probably met during Braddock’s campaign, and again during the
First Continental Congress. Despite his recent arrival on the continent, the retired British
officer had become a forceful voice in American politics. While Washington’s diary offers no
details about his conversation with Lee, beyond lending the man £15, they almost certainly
talked about the prospects of an American military.*” In October Lee had started to draw up
a plan for organizing American battalions; letters in early 1775 from Thomas Johnson of
Maryland show that Lee was still preparing that plan for publication and that Washington
wanted to see the result.”® Lee went on to visit another British army officer who had retired
to western Virginia, Maj. Horatio Gates (see section 4.12).27

Washington remained busy with military and political work in the winter of 1775. He
drilled the Fairfax County militia, chaired county committee meetings, and won reelection to
the Virginia Convention.”® In February he wrote of news from London: “The King’s Speech
and Address of both Houses, prognosticate nothing favorable to us.”*’ American Whigs’ had
hoped that George III would realize how corrupt government ministers were harming the
relationship between Britain and its colonies, and lead an effort at reconciliation. The king’s
own words showed that he did not share the colonists’ perception of the problem.

*2 Pinkney’s Virginia Gazette, 12 January 1775. The previous month, a Pennsylvanian had written to a
Member of Parliament naming “Col. [Israel] Putnam and Col. Washington” as “men whose military
talents and achievements have placed them at the head of American heroes,” who would be Americans’
first choices to lead their army. Letter dated 26 December 1774, printed in 25-27 April 1775 London
Chronicle, quoted in Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 149.

3 Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 150.
* PGW:Colonial, 10:281-286.
5 Alden, General Charles Lee, 69.

% Alden, General Charles Lee, 61. Johnson to Washington, 24 January and 25 February 1775,
PGW:Colonial, 10:243-4, 274-6.

2" Alden, General Charles Lee, 69.
¥ Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 153.

*» Washington to John Connolly, 25 February 1775, PGW:Colonial, 10:273-4. Connolly sided with the
Crown once the war began; see section 14.7.
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Another Virginia Convention at Richmond in March 1775 reelected the same
delegates to the Second Continental Congress. Reflecting the move toward military action,
Washington received an even greater percentage of the votes than before, just one fewer than
House of Burgesses speaker Peyton Randolph.*® That same month, Gov. Dunmore abruptly
voided Washington’s claim to large swaths of prime land to the west on the grounds that he
had not commissioned proper surveys, handing him another major grievance against the
royal government.>!

On 16-20 April 1775 Charles Lee returned to Mount Vernon, where George Mason
and eighteen-year-old Henry (“Light-Horse Harry”) Lee were also visiting.’* Soon after the
British colonel left, Washington received word of two momentous developments:

1. On 21 April Gov. Dunmore had a Royal Navy contingent seize Williamsburg’s supply of
gunpowder. This prompted a militia uprising similar to Massachusetts’s Powder Alarm in
September 1774 (see section 1.4). Hundreds of armed men gathered in Fredericksburg
on 29 April. Some of the independent militia companies wanted Washington to lead
them on a march to the colonial capital, but he, like speaker Randolph, urged the men to
go home and wait for a more opportune moment to defend their liberties.*®

2. On 26 April messengers brought news of the Battle of Lexington and Concord, and the
start of the siege of Boston.** Washington’s immediate response has not survived, but on
31 May he commented to George William Fairfax in Britain:

Unbhappy it is though to reflect, that a Brother’s Sword has been sheathed in a
Brother’s breast, and that, the once happy and peaceful plains of America are
either to be drenched with Blood, or Inhabited by Slaves. Sad alternative! But can
a virtuous Man hesitate in his choice?’

Horatio Gates visited Mount Vernon on 2-3 May and undoubtedly discussed the
new military situation and what role each man might play.*® As he left, Richard Henry Lee
arrived to ride with Washington to Philadelphia. On 4 May the two delegates set off in
Washington’s chariot, with coachmen and postilion riding outside. The planter had spoken
indirectly with his wife Martha about the prospect of being away for several months (see

% Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 152, 268.
31 Henriques, Realistic Visionary, 32.

32 Alden, General Charles Lee, 71.

3 Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 157.

34 Fischer, Paul Revere’s Ride, 272.

» PGW:Colonial, 10:368.

3% Nelson, General Horatio Gates, 39.
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section 7.1) and even planned his will.*” Clearly Col. Washington had prepared to resume his
military career.

3.3 THE SECOND CONTINENTAL CONGRESS

The Virginia, Maryland, and North Carolina delegations arrived together in
Philadelphia on 7 May 1775. Along the way at Baltimore, one man recorded, “Colo.
Washington Accompanied by the rest of the delegates reviewed the Troops.”*® Several more
militia companies were training in the Pennsylvania capital. Everyone understood that a war
had begun outside Boston, discussing how it might spread and how the community should
respond. On 9 May, Samuel Curwen, a Salem merchant and Vice-Admiralty official visiting
Philadelphia, wrote in his diary:

passed the evening at Joseph Reed’s, in company with Col. Washington, (a fine
figure, and of a most easy and agreeable address,) Richard Henry Lee, and Col.
[Benjamin] Harrison,—three of the Virginia delegates. . . . I staid till twelve
o’clock, the conversation being chiefly on the most feasible and prudent method
of stopping up the channel of the Delaware, to prevent the coming up of any large
[Royal Navy] ships to the city. I could not perceive the least disposition to
accommodate matters.

Three days later, Curwen, a Loyalist, went on board a ship bound for Britain, where he

would spend the next several years.*

Washington was certainly “a fine figure.” Back in 1760 George Mercer had described
Washington this way:

He may be described as being straight as an Indian, measuring 6 feet 2 inches in
his stockings, and weighing 175 Ibs. . . . His frame is padded with well developed
muscles, indicating great strength. . . . His head is well shaped, though not large,
but is gracefully poised on a superb neck. A large and straight rather than a
prominent nose, blue-grey penetrating eyes which are widely separated and
overhung by a heavy brow. His face is long rather than broad, with high cheek
bones, and terminates in a good firm chin. . . . A pleasing and benevolent tho a
commanding countenance, dark brown hair which he wears in a cue. . . . His
features are regular and placid with all the muscles of his face under perfect
emotions. In conversation he looks you full in the face, is deliberate, deferential
and engaging. His demeanor at all times composed and dignified. His movements
and gestures are graceful, his walk majestic, and he is a splended horseman. *’

37 Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 167-8.

38 Richard Caswell to William Caswell, 11 May 1775, LoD, 1:340. Longmore, Invention of George
Washington, 158.

% Curwen, Journal and Letters, 28.

“ Henriques, Realistic Visionary, 15-6.
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Fifteen more years of comfortable living had probably softened the planter’s body, but in
eighteenth-century society age made a man look more impressive. Furthermore, Washington
chose to remind fellow delegates of his military experience and recent activity in Virginia by
wearing his buff and blue militia uniform.*

On 10 May the delegation from Massachusetts arrived to public acclaim for having
supposedly escaped the redcoats, and Peyton Randolph called the Second Continental
Congress to order. The next day, John Hancock presented a request for support from the
Massachusetts Provincial Congress; as recorded in Rhode Island delegate Samuel Ward’s
diary, the delegates quickly agreed to keep their deliberations on that issue secret:

Doors to be shut & the Members under the Ties of Secrecy untill &c. . .. A Letter
from the provincial Congress of Watertown inclosing an Acct. of the late Action
at Concord &c. Congress to be resolved into a Comee. of the whole on Monday
to take into Consideration the State of America*

As a result, information on much of the congressmen’s debates that spring is limited.
Nonetheless, it is clear that Washington became more prominent.

Having been on no committees of the First Continental Congress, Washington not
only served on committees in the Second, but chaired them.*® All of his committees dealt
with military matters, so sensitive that each time Washington and his colleagues brought in
their report the Congress referred it to the “committee of the whole,” which could debate
confidentially without taking minutes. Each committee of the whole typically needed several
days to talk through the report. Once the delegates agreed on resolutions, they soon made
Washington chairman of another committee. Though the body was also drafting one more
petition to the king in London during this period, each of Washington’s committees moved it
one step further toward supporting military opposition to the royal government.

Washington’s committees in the Second Continental Congress were:

e 15 May: to advise New York about defending against an invasion from Canada.
Ten days later, the Congress adopted resolutions about fortifying posts in
upstate New York.**

e 27 May: “to consider of ways and means to supply these colonies with
Ammunition and military stores.”* On 2 June, the Massachusetts delegation

' John Adams to Abigail Adams, 29 May 1775, AFC, 1:207. As Peter Henriques wrote, “When you are
over six feet tall, of imposing martial bearing and wearing a brand-new uniform, and you know there is
virtual unanimity among the delegates that an army is to be formed, it can’t come as a total shock to
discover that you are being seriously considered for a leadership position”; Realistic Visionary, 40.

#JCC, 11 May 1775, 2:24; LoD, 1:345.

¥ In eighteenth-century legislative records, the first man listed as being named to a committee was
typically its chairman.

#JCC, 2:59-61. Those resolutions were kept “as secret as the nature of the services require”; JCC, 2:64.
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raised the stakes by passing on a letter from their Provincial Congress which
concluded: “As the Army now collecting from different colonies is for the
general defence of the right of America, we wd. beg leave to suggest to yr.
consideration the propriety of yr. taking the regulation and general direction of
it.”* In other words, would the Continental Congress take over the army
outside Boston? The next day, as delegates were still debating how to respond,
the Congress resolved to borrow £6,000 for “the purchase of gunpowder for the
use of the Continental Army.”*’ Officially, there was no Continental Army yet,
but the body was clearly moving toward creating one.

e 3 June: “to bring in an estimate of the money necessary to be raised.”*® While
that resolve did not specify what the money was to be raised for, the purpose
was clearly to fund an army. This committee reported on 7 June, and its report
was once again referred to the committee of the whole.” On 10 June, John
Adams told his wife: “In Congress We are bound to secrecy: But, under the
Rose, I believe, that ten thousand Men will be maintained in the Massachusetts,

and five thousand in New York at the Continental Expence.””°

e 14 June: “to bring in a dra’t of Rules and regulations for the government of the
army.””!

On 14 June after days of committee discussion, the Congress formally committed
itself to the war. It authorized raising six rifle companies from Pennsylvania, Maryland, and
Virginia, these soldiers to enlist in the “American continental army” and be paid by the
Continental government rather than the states.’” Furthermore, by that day the delegates were
coming to agreement on two further steps, as one of the Virginia delegates described in a

letter home:

Col. Washington has been pressed to take the supreme command of the
American troops encamped at Roxbury, and I believe will accept the
appointment, though with much reluctance, he being deeply impressed with the

¥JCC, 2:67, 74.
*JCC, 2:78.
1CC, 2:79.
¥71CC, 2:80.
¥JCC, 2:81.

0 AFC, 1:214.
1TCC, 2:90.
2JCC, 2:89-90.
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importance of that honourable trust, and diffident of his own (superiour)
abilities.”

There is no formal record of the debate leading to this decision, and delegates were
circumspect in their journals and letters. However, it appears that once the Congress agreed
to appoint a commanding general, there was little controversy about choosing Washington
for that role. The New Englanders wanted to cement Virginian support for the war, and the
Virginians were naturally pleased to promote one of their own. Though some delegates had
been wary about committing their colonies to the war in New England, they evidently came
around in the first month, and saw no better candidate for leadership. (See appendix A for a
more detailed discussion of this choice.)

On 15 June the Congress took the crucial votes on a commander-in-chief:

Resolved, That a General be appointed to command all the continental forces,
raised, or to be raised, for the defence of American liberty.
That five hundred dollars, per month, be allowed for his pay and expences.
The Congress then proceeded to the choice of a general, by ballot, when
George Washington, Esq. was unanimously elected.”

Though the official record does not state the fact, Thomas Johnson of Maryland nominated

Washington to be general.”

The phrase “by ballot” indicates that the delegates voted in
writing, making the unanimous choice all the more impressive. The Congress then adjourned
for the day, allowing members to prepare for a formal commissioning ceremony. It seems
likely that Washington sat out this session of the Congress.

On 16 June, the morning after the Congress’s vote, John Hancock officially informed
Washington of his appointment “to take the supreme command of the forces raised and to be
raised, in defence of American Liberty.” The Virginian rose from his seat and made the

following speech:

Mr. President,

Tho’ I am truly sensible of the high Honour done me, in this Appointment,
yet I feel great distress, from a consciousness that my abilities and military
experience may not be equal to the extensive and important Trust: However, as
the Congress desire it, I will enter upon the momentous duty, and exert every

 Purdie’s Virginia Gazette, 23 June 1775. This letter went on to repeat Adams’s statement that the
Congress would “keep ten thousand men in Massachusetts-Bay, and five thousand in different parts of
the New-York Government, at the expense of the Continent.”

*JCC, 2:91.

% In the 1830s Johnson’s relatives wrote letters declaring that he had described the event, as quoted in
appendix A; see letters from George Johnson in Niles’ Weekly Register, 7 June 1834. John Adams, while
claiming that he was the first to raise Washington as a candidate, acknowledged that Johnson made the

formal nomination; DAJA, 3:323. See also Adams to Timothy Pickering, 6 August 1822, Adams, Works
of John Adams, 10:513.
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power I possess in their service, and for support of the glorious cause. I beg they
will accept my most cordial thanks for this distinguished testimony of their
approbation.

But, lest some unlucky event should happen, unfavourable to my reputation,
I beg it may be remembered, by every Gentleman in the room, that I, this day,
declare with the utmost sincerity, I do not think myself equal to the Command I
am honored with.

As to pay, Sir, I beg leave to assure the Congress, that, as no pecuniary
consideration could have tempted me to have accepted this arduous
employment, at the expence of my domestic ease and happiness, I do not wish to
make any proffit from it. I will keep an exact Account of my expences. Those, I
doubt not, they will discharge, and that is all I desire.”

Washington’s choice to refuse a salary made a deep impression on his fellow delegates and
other Patriots. It reflected the Whig ideal of a statesman acting above self-interest—though
delegates also expected the Congress to support Washington and his household in a genteel
style.

The Congress then chose a committee to “draught a commission and instructions for
the general.” It consisted of his close friend Richard Henry Lee, John Adams, and Edward
Rutledge of South Carolina. Adams had been among the delegates most eager for an
aggressive response to the Crown and Rutledge one of the most reluctant, so their
cooperation helped to further unify the body. The text of the commission was recorded in
the Congress’s records on 17 June and the instructions three days later (see appendix B).
Hancock signed the commission on 19 June, at which point the Virginia planter formally
became a general.

It is difficult to discern Washington’s private feelings about these developments. His
diary for the month of June 1775 is no more than a record of where he dined at midday and
where he spent each evening, sometimes working on committee business. A parallel set of
notations recorded the weather. He left no observations about the business in Congress,
private conversations, or personal worries, even on the momentous days when he became
commander-in-chief of the new army:

June 1. Dined at Burns’s and Spent the Evening in my own Room.

2. Dined at Mr. Josh. Shippens & spent the Evening at Mr. Tilghman’s.

3. Dined at the City Tavern & spent the Evening at my lodgings.

4. Dined at Mr. Robt. Morris’s on the Banks of Schoolkill & Spent the Eveng. at
the City Tavn.

5. Dined at Mr. Richard Penns. On a Committee all the Afternn.

*JCC, 2:92. As preserved in the Papers of the Continental Congress, this speech is in the handwriting
of Edmund Pendleton of Virginia, “with a single line added by Washington.” That suggests that
Washington, who had already asked Pendleton to draft his will (see section 7.1), had his fellow
Virginian’s help in composing the speech.
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6. At Mr. Willm. Hamiltons & Spent the Evening at my Lodgings.

7. Dined at the City Tavern and spent the Evening at home.

8. Dined at Mr. Dickensons and spent the Evening at home.

9. Dined at Mr. Saml. Pleasants and went to hear Mr. Piercy preach.

10. Dined at Mr. Saml. Griffens. Spent the Evening in my own Room.

11th. Went to Church in the forenoon & then went out & Dined at Mr. H. Hills.
Returnd in the Afternoon.

12. Dined at the City Tavern & Spent the Evening at my lodgings.

13. Dined at Burn’s in the Fields. Spent the Evening at my Lodging’s.

14. Dined at Mr. Saml. Merediths. Spent the Evening at home.

15. Dined at Burns’s in the Field. Spent the Eveng. on a Committee.

16. Dined at Doctr. Cadwaladers. Spent the Evening at my lodgings.

17. Dined at Burns’s in the Fields. Spent the Evening at my Lodgings.

18. Dined at Mullens upon Schoolkill. Spent the Evening at my lodgings.

19. Dined at Colo. [Joseph] Rieds. Spent the Evening at Mr. Lynch’s.”’

Having received his commission, Gen. Washington apparently stopped keeping his diaries
for several years; none survives for the following months.
Decades later, Dr. Benjamin Rush wrote in his autobiography:

A few days after the appointment of General Washington to be commander in
chief of the American armies, I was invited by a party of delegates and several
citizens of Philadelphia to a dinner which was given to him at a tavern on the
banks of the Skuilkill below the city [probably the dinner Washington noted on
18 June]. Dr. Franklin, Mr. Jefferson, James Wilson, Jno. Langdon of New
Hampshire and about a dozen more constituted the whole company. The first
toast that was given after dinner was “The Commander in chief of the American
Armies.” General Washington rose from his seat, and with some confusion
thanked the company for the honor they did him. The whole company instantly
rose, and drank the toast standing. This scene, so unexpected, was a solemn one.
Assilence followed it, as if every heart was penetrated with the awful, but great
events which were to follow the use of the sword of liberty which had just been
put into General Washington’s hands by the unanimous voice of his country.’®

Rush also wrote: “About this time I saw Patrick Henry at his lodgings, who told me that
General Washington had been with him, and informed him that he was unequal to the station
in which his country had placed him, and then added with tears in his eyes “Remember, Mr.
Henry, what I now tell you: From the day I enter upon the command of the American armies,
I date my fall, and the ruin of my reputation.””” Washington’s words might have been

"DGW, 3:333-6.
*8 Rush, Autobiography, 112-3.
> Rush, Autobiography, 113.
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garbled in transmission from Henry to Rush, and in Rush’s memory. The general did not
display such doubts publicly, but of course he would not have dared to.

Itis hard to discern Washington’s emotions even in his letters home. On the one
hand, he did not want to alarm his wife Martha by dwelling on the risks ahead; on the other,
he needed to maintain genteel modesty. Washington wrote first to his wife with news of his
appointment on 18 June. (See section 7.1 for the full text.) The next day he asked his stepson,
Jack Custis, to keep her company, and to take full control of his own estate for the first
time.®® On 19 June Washington wrote to Burwell Bassett back in Virginia that he had “no
expectations of returning till Winter,” and hoped he too would visit Mount Vernon. The
general opened that letter by stating, “I am now Imbarkd on a tempestuous Ocean from
whence, perhaps, no friendly harbour is to be found.”®! He used nearly the same phrasing in
a letter to John Augustine Washington the next day, and probably in other letters as well.®* It
was both a public pose and a reflection of the uncertainties ahead.

3.4 SPREADING THE NEWS

As the new American generals prepared to depart for Boston, the New England
delegates to Congress were busy sending the news to their political colleagues at home. They
tried to dispel any possible resentment or worry about a powerful new general from Virginia
by emphasizing Washington’s personal qualities:

e Silas Deane of Connecticut, 16 June: “The more I am acquainted with, the more I esteem
him. . .. His Virtues do not shine in the View of the World by reason of his great Modesty
but when discovered by the discerning Eye, shine proportionately brighter.”*

e Eliphalet Dyer of Connecticut, 17 June: “He seems discret & Virtuous, no harum Starum
ranting Swearing fellow but Sober, steady, & Calm. His modesty will Induce him I dare

say to take & order every step with the best advice possible to be obtained in the Army.”**

e Thomas Cushing of Massachusetts, 21 June: “He is a compleat gentleman. He is sinsible,
amiable, virtuous, modest, & brave. I promise myself that your acquaintance with him
will afford you great pleasure, and I doubt not his agreable behaviour & good conduct
will give great satisfaction to our people of all denominations. General Lee accompanies
him as Major General; I hope his appointment will be agreable to our people, & that he
will be received with all due respect.”®

¢ John Adams of Massachusetts, 17 June: “I can now inform you that the Congress have
made Choice of the modest and virtuous, the amiable, generous and brave George

9 PGW:RW, 1:15.

' PGW:RW, 1:12-3.

2 PGW:RW, 1:19.

LoD, 1:494.

LoD, 1:499-500.

5 Cushing to James Bowdoin, 21 June 1775, LoD, 1:532.
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Washington Esqr., to be the General of the American Army, and that he is to repair as
soon as possible to the Camp before Boston. . . . I hope the People of our Province, will
treat the General with all that Confidence and Affection, that Politeness and Respect,
which is due to one of the most important Characters in the World.”*®

¢ John Adams, 18 June: “There is something charming to me in the conduct of Washington.
A gentleman of one of the first fortunes upon the continent, leaving his delicious
retirement, his family and friends, sacrificing his ease, and hazarding all in the cause of his
country! His views are noble and disinterested.”®’

o Robert Treat Paine of Massachusetts, 18 June: “...the heroic & amiable General
Washin%ton. ..will be with you soon I expect, to strengthen yr. hands & rejoice your
hearts.”®®

Even John Hancock told colleagues back home, “He is a fine man,” and, “he is a Gentn. you
will all like.”*”

These letters succeeded in making some New Englanders pleased to have the
generals coming. On 22 June Joseph Webb of Wethersfield, Connecticut, replied to Deane:
“We greatly rejoice to hear of the coming of the good, the brave, and great general
WASHINGTON. We shall receive him with open arms.”™ That letter was in turn reprinted in
Pinkney’s Virginia Gazette 13 July 1775 reassuring Virginians that the New Englanders were
grateful. Such coverage put Washington on his way to becoming a nationally unifying figure.

Washington himself wrote a public letter to the independent militia companies of
Virginia on 20 June stating:

I am now about to bid adieu to the companies under your respective commands,
at least for a while. I have launched into a wide and expansive field, too boundless
for my abilities, and far, very far, beyond my experience. I am called, by the
unanimous voice of the colonies, to the command of the continental army; an
honour I did not aspire to, an honour I was solicitous to avoid, upon a full
conviction of the service. The partiality of the Congress, however, assisted by a
political motive, rendered my reasons unavailing; and I shall, to-morrow, set out
for the camp near Boston.”"

Newspapers all along the coast republished this letter, often adding “Go, gallant
WASHINGTON——" and these poetic lines:

5 John Adams to Abigail Adams, 17 June 1775, AFC, 1:215.
LoD, 1:503-4.
% Paine to Artemas Ward, 18 June 1775, in Paine, Papers, 3:63.

% Hancock to Elbridge Gerry, 18 June 1775, Austin, Life of Gerry, 1:82-3. Hancock to Dr. Joseph
Warren, 18 June 1775, LoD, 1:507.

" \Webb, Correspondence and Journals, 1:70-1.
" PGW:RW, 1:16-7.
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And when (all milder means withstood)
Ambition, tam’d by loss of blood,

Regains her reason; then, on angels wings,
Shall peace descend, and shouting greet,
With peals of joy, these happy climes.”

That verse was adapted from the British poet Edward Young’s “Ode the Second: in which is
The Sailor’s Prayer Before Engagement,” published in A Sea-Piece in 1733.”

In fact, Washington was not ready to depart the day after writing that letter. He had
been busy since his appointment, asking Horatio Gates to hurry to Philadelphia and John
Adams to describe the political situation in Massachusetts. All through June he had
continued to prepare for a military campaign. Early in the month, for example, he bought “a
tomahawk, several cartouch boxes, and new coverings for his holsters.”™

By 19 June Washington had sent his “Chariot & Horses back” to Mount Vernon,
along with some of the men attending them.” He replaced them with a new team and vehicle
purchased on the Continental Army account: five horses “for my journey to the Army at
Cambridge—and for the Service I was then going upon.” These animals came as two paired
teams for £200 Pennsylvania money (one of which was “had on credit” from merchant James
Mease), and “a bay, warranted sound,” for £39. They had to be housed briefly at Benjamin
Hemmings’s stable. On 22 June the general recorded buying a “light Phaeton” from Dr. Peter
Renaudet (£55), a “double Harness” including “chair saddle” from harnessmaker William
Todd (£7.15), and £29.13.8 worth of other goods from various suppliers: leather canteen,
saddle, stirrups, letter case, maps, spy-glasses, and more “for the use of my Command.””®

3.5 WASHINGTON’S MILITARY BOOKS

On 7 June, as the Continental Congress discussed whether to adopt the army in New
England, Washington recorded the expense of buying “5 books—military.””” He did not
specify what those books were, but he undoubtedly intended to use them in his duties of
setting up the Continental Army and, most likely, commanding it.

In November the general wrote to William Woodford, an acquaintance from Virginia
who had just been appointed an officer there, with recommendations of five military books:
“Bland (the newest edition) stands foremost; also an Essay on the Art of War; Instructions for

" Purdie’s Virginia Gazette, 14 July 1775.

” Young’s lines end with “Britannia’s fleet” instead of “these happy climes,” and are part of a much
longer poem; Young, Works of the Author of the Night-Thoughts, 1:252.

™ Henriques, Realistic Visionary, 41.
” PGW:RW, 1:13.

7 Fitzpatrick stated, “Benjamin Hemmings, a Philadelphia stableman. . .appears to have accompanied
Washington to Cambridge,” but it is unclear why he reached that conclusion.

" Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 276.
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Officers, lately published at Philadelphia; the Partisan; Young; and others.”® Scholars have
identified those books as:

e Humphrey Bland, A Treatise of Military Discipline, as revised in 1762. Washington
ordered an earlier edition as a young officer in 1756, and a copy was in his inventory
when he died.”

e Count Launcelot Turpin de Crissé, Essai sur I’Art de la Guerre, published in Paris in 1754,
translated by Capt. Joseph Otway as An Essay on the Art of War and published in London
in 1761.

e Roger Stevenson, Military Instructions for Officers Detached in the Field, newly published
in Philadelphia by R. Aitken in 1775.

o The Partisan; or, The Art of Making War in Detachment, by Capt. “de Jeney” (possibly
Jacques Marie Ray de Geniés); another French manual, translated and published in
London in 1760.

e Maj. William Young, Manoeuvres, or Practical Observations on the Art of War, published
in London, probably in 1771. This collection included 62 copperplate diagrams, an essay
on impromptu log fortifications, and General James Wolfe’s “Instructions to Young
Officers.” Washington made notes on a back page of his copy.

Washington’s copies of the last four books are in the collection of the Boston Athenaeum. *

In addition, a copy of the 1770 London edition of Stevenson’s Instructions is among
Washington’s books at the Morgan Library and Museum in New York.

It is tempting to assume that the five books Washington recommended to Woodford
are the same as the five he bought for himself in June, and there was probably some overlap.
Washington’s mention of the recent Philadelphia edition of Stevenson’s Military Instructions
shows that he had seen that edition, and it appears that he tried to order Bland’s Treatise for
the Virginia militia companies.®' However, The Partisan would not have been useful in the
Boston siege; it focused on the type of backwoods warfare that Washington had experienced
as a young Virginia officer, which is why he might have recommended it to Woodford.

& Washington to Woodford, 10 November 1775, PGW:RW, 2:346.

e Spaulding, “The Military Studies of George Washington,” American Historical Review, 29 (1924),
675- 680. Bean, “Washington’s Military Library,” Journal of the Military Service Institution of the United
States, 35 (1904), 416.

8 Griffin and Lane, Catalogue of the Washington Collection in the Boston Athenceum.

81 Washington did business with Aitken in June 1775, buying a leather letter case shortly before
departing Philadelphia. Washington and Kitman, George Washington’s Expense Account, 107.
Washington asked William Milnor to supply a “Treatise on Military Discipline,” but Milnor could find
only Lt. Samuel Webb’s Treatise on Military Appointments of the Army; Milnor to Washington, 29
November 1774; PGW:Colonial, 10:189-90.
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3.6 THE JOURNEY NORTH

Washington, Lee, and Philip Schuyler, appointed general of Continental troops in
northern New York and Canada, finally left Philadelphia on the morning of Friday, 23 June
1775. John Adams described their departure:

The Three Generals were all mounted, on Horse back, accompanied by Major
[Thomas] Mifflin who is gone in the Character of Aid de Camp. All the Delegates
from the Massachusetts with their Servants, and Carriages attended. Many others
of the Delegates, from the Congress—a large Troop of Light Horse, in their
Uniforms. Many Officers of Militia besides in theirs. Musick playing &c. &c.
Such is the Pride and Pomp of War.*

Rush recalled that “Thousands thronged to see him [Washington] set off from his lodgings,”
and that “Mifflin held his stirrup while he mounted his horse.”™ In addition to Mifflin, a
Philadelphia merchant (see section 5.5), Washington was accompanied by lawyer Joseph
Reed (see section 5.8), body servant William Lee (see section 9.9), and other, unnamed
servants to care for the horses and carriage. Charles Lee (see section 4.5) traveled with his
first aide de camp, Samuel Griffin (1746-1810); his Italian servant, Guiseppi Minghini; and his
dogs.? After “no farther than about five miles,” the Philadelphia militiamen turned back, and
the generals dismounted and rode on in the carriage through New Jersey.*

The generals spent that night at New Brunswick and considered how to enter New
York. As Schuyler wrote to the president of the New York Provincial Congress, “The
situation of the men-at-war at New York (we are informed) is such as to make it necessary
that some precaution should be taken in crossing Hudson’s river.” No one knew if the Royal
Navy might try to arrest the new generals before they reached the rebellious army. A
committee from the New York congress came out to Newark to escort the Continental
generals into the capital. They crossed the Hudson from Hoboken to a point about a mile
north of the city, arriving in mid-afternoon on Sunday, 25 June. Rivington’s Gazetteer, a
Loyalist newspaper, reported: “they were conducted into the city, by nine companies of foot,
in their uniforms, and a greater number of the principal inhabitants of that city than ever
appeared on any occasion before.”® Later the same day the royal governor, Lord Tryon,
entered New York City from the south, greeted by spectators of his own.

%2 John Adams to Abigail Adams, 23 June 1775, AFC, 1:226.
8 Rush, Autobiography, 113.

8 Griffin, a Virginian who had settled in Philadelphia, was formally appointed Lee’ s aide on 4 July
1775 and remained through the winter. PGW:RW, 1:55, 58. This unusual spelling of Minghini’s first
name comes from NYHSC, 5:368; see also Langworthy, Memoirs of the Late Charles Lee, 190-2.

% Baker, Itinerary of General Washington, 5.

% Baker, Itinerary of General Washington, 6-7. Janet Montgomery later wrote that Washington “drove a
sulky, with a pair of white horses; his dress was blue, with purple ribbon sash,—a lovely plume of
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While in New York, Washington met a dispatch rider on his way to the Congress.
He explained his response to Hancock:

Upon my Arrival here this afternoon I was informed that an Express was in Town
from the provincial Camp in massachusetts Bay; and having seen among other
papers in his possession a Letter directed to you as president of the Congress I
have taken the Liberty to open it.

I'was induced to take that Liberty by several Gentlemen of New York who
were anxious to know the particulars of the Affair of the 17th Inst. and were
agreeable to the Orders of many Members of the Congress who judgd it
necessary that I should avail myself of the best Information in the Cour|[s]e of my
Journey

The letter offered an early report on the Battle of Bunker Hill, confirming that the war had
risen to a new level of destruction. Washington had ridden to Boston once before, back in
March 1756.% Lee, Mifflin, and Reed had each visited more recently. But with this news,
none of the men knew what they would now find in Massachusetts.

On Monday, 26 June the New York Provincial Congress gave Gen. Washington an
official welcome, adding the Whiggish hope that “You will chearfully resign the important
Deposit committed into Your Hands, and reassume the Character of our worthiest
Citizen.”*” Possibly using words written by Lee, Washington replied, “When we assumed the
Soldier, we did not lay aside the Citizen, & we shall most sincerely rejoice with you in that
happy Hour, when the Establishment of American Liberty...shall enable us to return to our
private Stations.” The legislature later published both its address and the general’s reassuring
reply.”

In New York, Washington probably stayed at Robert Hull’s tavern.”" He bought wine
on his expense account, and upholstery for the carriage. He also paid for a trunk, writing
paper, sealing wax, and other supplies necessary to set up the headquarters office.”* Most of

feathers in his hat.” Quoted in Olin, “The Widow of General Montgomery,” The Ladies’ Repository, 17
(1857), 141; and published in Montgomery, Biographical Notes Concerning General Richard
Montgomery. Following Douglas Southall Freeman, many authors have repeated those sartorial details,
but they do not appear reliable.

8 PGW:RW, 1:34-5. This letter was dated 24 June, but its content and newspaper reports make clear
that Washington must have composed it on 25 June. On most of the journey to Massachusetts, the
general and his staff were off by one day.

% Clifford K. Shipton speculated that during that 1756 visit Col. Washington’s hosts took him across
the river to view Harvard College, but there is no definite evidence for such a trip. Sibley’s Harvard
Graduates, 12:501.

% Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 178.
* Longmore, Invention of George Washington, 179.
"' PGW:RW, 1:33.

%2 Washington and Kitman, Expense Account, 111.
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the party’s cash appears to have been handled by Mifflin. At the end of the trip, the
commander’s accounts say he had paid out £34.8 himself while Mifflin paid £129.8.2 “in
which the Expences of General Lee, Colo. Reed &c were included.””

The three generals pressed on that afternoon, staying the night in Kingsbridge. The
next day at New Rochelle they met with David Wooster of Connecticut, whom the Congress
had appointed as a brigadier general. Washington and his company left Schuyler to give
Wooster orders for defending New York and continued to New Haven. According to Noah
Webster, then a student at Yale College, they stayed at the tavern of Isaac Beers.”* In the
morning, reported the Connecticut Journal, “They were escorted out of town by two
companies dressed in their uniform, and by a company of young gentlemen belonging to the
Seminary in this place [Yale], who made a handsome appearance, and whose expertness in
the military exercises gained them the approbation of the Generals.”””> Washington and Lee
continued north through Wethersfield and Hartford, Connecticut, and into Massachusetts.”®

3.7 THE RECEPTION IN MASSACHUSETTS

On 18 June, two days after Washington accepted the responsibility of commander-
in-chief, John Hancock sent the news to Dr. Joseph Warren as head of the Massachusetts
Provincial Congress:

The Congress have Appointed George Washington Esqr. General & Commander
in Chief of the Continental Army, his Commission is made out, & I shall Sign it
tomorrow, he is a Gentn. you will all like. I Submit to you the propriety of
providing a suitable place for his Residence, & the mode of his Reception. Pray
tell Genl. Ward of this with my Respects, & that we all Expect to hear that the
Military Movements of the Day of his Arrival will be such as to do him & the
Commandr in Chief great honour.”

Hancock did not know that the doctor had died the day before he wrote. James Warren, a
merchant from Plymouth, chaired the congress when the letter arrived (see section 5.6).

The legislature began to consider how to receive the new officers. On 24 June they
ordered:

That the president [James Warren], Mr. [Elbridge] Gerry, Major [Joseph]
Hawley, Deacon [David] Cheever, Col. [Joseph] Gerrish, Col. [Benjamin] Lincoln
and Col. [Elisha] Porter, be a committee to consider what steps are proper to be

 Washington and Kitman, Expense Account, 40-1.

4 Scudder, Noah Webster, 6.

% Connecticut Journal, 5 July 1775. Also quoted in Barber, Connecticut Historical Collections, 176.
% Baker, Itinerary, 7-8. See also Ferling, First of Men, 122-3.

" LoD, 1:508-9.
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taken for receiving General Washington with proper respect, and to provide a
house for him accordingly.”®

This was a high-powered committee, including some of the body’s most prestigious
members. They reported the next day that the congress should send a committee of three to
greet Washington. However, for some reason only two men agreed: Dr. Benjamin Church, Jr.
(1734-1778), a physician from Boston already known to the generals from his visit to the
Congress at Philadelphia in May, and Moses Gill (1734-1800) of Princeton. Their charge was:

to repair to Springfield, there to receive Generals Washington and Lee, with
every mark of respect due to their exalted characters and stations; to provide
proper escorts for them, from thence, to the army before Boston, and the house
provided for their reception at Cambridge; and to make suitable provision for
them, in manner following, viz.: by a number of gentlemen of this colony from
Springfield to Brookfield; and by another company raised in that neighborhood,
from there to Worcester; and by another company, there provided, from thence
to Marlborough; and from thence, by the troop of horse in that place, to the army
aforesaid: And [to make suitable provision for] their company at the several
stages on the road, and to receive the bills of expenses at the several inns, where it
may be convenient for them to stop for refreshment, to examine them, and make
report of the several sums expended at each of them, for that purpose, that orders
may be taken by the Congress for the payment of them: and all innkeepers are
hereby directed to make provision agreeably to the requests made by the said
committee: and that General Ward be notified of the appointment of General
Washington, as commander in chief of the American forces, and of the
expectation we have, of his speedy arrival with Major General Lee, that he, with
the generals of the forces of the other colonies, may give such orders for their
honorable reception, as may accord with the rules and circumstances of the
army, and the respect due to their rank, without, however, any expense of
powder, and without taking the troops off from the necessary attention to their
duty, at this crisis of our affairs.”

Church and Gill headed west to meet the generals at Springfield on 30 June and conduct
them through the colony, militia units and crowds greeting them in every town.

At the same time, the Provincial Congress took its first steps toward providing the
generals with somewhere to stay. The body resolved:

That the [Harvard College] president’s house in Cambridge, excepting one room
reserved by the president for his own use, be taken, cleared, prepared, and
furnished, for the reception of General Washington and General Lee, and that a
committee be chosen immediately to carry the same into execution.'”

% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 391.
% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 395, 398.

1% Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 398-9.

81



Gen. Washington Comes to the Vassall Estate

The congress also chose a five-man committee to oversee this work. Five days later, with the
generals having arrived in Watertown, the congress ordered “That the committee for
procuring and furnishing a house for Generals Washington and Lee, be directed to purchase
what things are necessary, that they cannot hire [rent],” and “to procure some refreshment
for the Generals.”'"" At that point the congress still expected one house to suffice for both
men.

On 1 July Moses Gill wrote to John Adams from Spencer, Massachusetts:

I am Now Acompanyg Genl. Washington and Lee from Springfield to the Camp. .
.. We Meet them at Spring, lodged last Night at Brookfield and are now under the
Escort of the Troop of Horse which is to Continue till we arive at Worcester—
where we are to be received by an Other Troop which is to Escort us to
Morelborogh—where we are to be received by an other Troop of Horse which is
to Land the General at the Camp—but Now [no] Powder used. 102

The procession reached Watertown the next morning,.'” Though that was a Sunday, the
Provincial Congress was meeting in the town meetinghouse even on Sabbaths. That day’s
session started at eight in the morning, the legislators no doubt eager to see the generals
arrive. When they did, the legislature delivered formal welcoming addresses to both
Washington and Lee (see appendix C), and then let the commanders ride on. According to
Ezekiel Price, then living in Milton, “It rained plentiful showers from eleven o'clock till
sundown.”'%*

The Provincial Congress later reported to Gov. Trumbull of Connecticut:

We have the pleasure to be able to acquaint your honor, that Generals
Washington and Lee, with Mr. Mifflin, aid-de-camp to General Washington,
arrived at Cambridge, last Sabbath, in good health, a little after 12 o’clock, at
noon, and have great reason to expect, from their known characters, and their
activity, and vigilance, already discovered, that their presence in the army will be
attended with most happy consequences.'”

Pvt. Phineas Ingalls, stationed somewhere in Cambridge, showed no such happiness in his
diary entry for that Sunday: “Rained. A new general from Philadelphia.”'%
Washington and Lee probably went to Gen. Artemas Ward’s headquarters in the

Hastings house beside Harvard College. Ward gave Washington his orderly book, thus

' Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 441.
102 pyA, 3:53.

19 Ezekiel Price in Milton expected that the generals would not arrive until Tuesday, possibly thinking
that they would not travel on the Sabbath, as New England law required in peacetime; MHSP, 7:194.

1% MHSP, 7:194.
19 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 447.
1% ETHC, 53:85.
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passing on his authority as commander. Washington welcomed Ward as second-in-
command of the new Continental Army. The officers probably ate together, getting
acquainted and discussing the military situation. Some later authors described a celebration
with “patriotic songs” or, conversely, “a rollicking bachelor's song, calculated to make the
immobile features of the chief relax.”'’” However, there is no evidence behind those
traditions. The military gentlemen involved probably all sought to impress each other with
their serious purpose and dignity, and it was still a Sunday. In the afternoon, Ens. Noah
Chapin reported in his diary, “Genrel Washington & Genrel Lee with several other
Gentlemen. ..Road out to the line of forts at Prospect Hill in Charlestown.”'”® The new
generals then went to the Harvard president’s house for the night.

3.8 REACTIONS TO THE NEW GENERAL

Ezekiel Price wrote that 3 July 1775 was “exceeding pleasant,” and “towards noon,
very warm.”'”” Over the nineteenth century, descriptions of Washington’s first full day in
Cambridge gradually became more elaborate, with the commander-in-chief reviewing the
full army—or a large portion of it—on Cambridge common. Evidence from 1775 suggests
that there was no large review, but rather a series of inspections as Washington and Lee
moved from one position to another, looking for points of vulnerability. The new
commander himself might have quietly recalled that 3 July was the anniversary of one of his
earliest military experiences—the disastrous battle at Fort Necessity in 1754.'1°

Some men in the New England army were excited about the new commander-in-
chief. Lt. Joseph Hodgkins of Ipswich wrote to his wife from Cambridge:

...geaneral Washington & Lea got in to Cambridge yesterday and to Day they are
to take a Vew of ye Armey & that will he atended With a grate Deal of grandor
there is at this time one & twenty Drumers & as many fiffers a Beting and Playing
Round the Prayde."!

As loud as forty-two drummers and fifers might be, those represented only about two
regiments’ worth of musicians, so this parade was still limited. A Newburyport lieutenant was
stationed on Prospect Hill, Paul Lunt, wrote in his diary:

Loz Amory, Old Cambridge and New, 23. Drake, Historic Fields and Mansions of Middlesex, 262.

1% Quoted in Batchelder, Bits of Cambridge History, 262. 1S THIS PGW? 3:480, n82: Noah Chapin diary,
2 July 1775, in LC, says Washington was at Prospect Hill on that date.

109 MHSP, 7:194.

1% As Fred Anderson pointed out, in 1776 Washington wrote to a fellow veteran about “the
Anniversary of the 3d,” showing that he remembered the date; “Hinge of the Revolution,”
Massachusetts Historical Review, 1:48.

" Ipswich Antiquarian Papers, June 1881, quoted in Waters, Ipswich in the Massachusetts Bay Colony,
2:326.
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Turned out early in the morning, got in readiness to be reviewed by the general.
New orders given out by General Washington.'*

The same words appear in the diary of Pvt. Moses Sleeper, also from Newburyport.'"?
However, several other soldiers and observers, probably at other parts of the siege lines,
merely noted news of the generals’ arrival or wrote that nothing remarkable happened.'*

Some officers were eager to impress the new commanders. On 4 July, Gen. Nathanael
Greene reported:

I sent a detachment today of two hundred men, commanded by a Colonel,
Lieutenant Colonel and Major with a Letter of Address to welcome his
excellency to Camp. The detachment met with a very gracious recieption, and his
Excellenc?/ returned me a very polite answer and Invitation to visit him at his
Quarters. 1

The young general’s pleasure was not echoed in the comments of Ens. Noah Chapin of
Somers, Connecticut:

this Day near 2000 Troops mustered toward Cambrid to waight on the new
Generals But was Rejected By the General Who said they did not want to have
time spent in waiting on them."'®

On 5 July the commander reimbursed himself more than £18 for “the Exps. of myself
& Party reconnoit’g the Sea Coast East of Boston Harbor,” suggesting he may have stayed
overnight at an inn in Chelsea. He dined in Cambridge with Ward, Lee, Putnam, their aides,
and the Rev. Dr. Samuel Cooper (1725-1783), as the Patriot minister recorded in his diary.117
Later that day, Washington and Lee rode south to inspect positions at Roxbury, meeting
Henry Knox on the road (see section 10.8).!'® Three days later, Washington and his staff

hosted James Warren, president of the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, who would soon

12 NHSP, 12:194.

' Sleeper’s diary is now in the archive of Longfellow House-Washington’s Headquarters National
Historic Site.

14 Martyn, Artemas Ward, 153.
15 PNG, 1:94.
16 Quoted by Anderson, MHR, 1:24.

17 Cooper, “Diary of Samuel Cooper,” American Historical Review, 6 (1900-01), 313. Cooper waited on
Washington and Lee again on 12 July, leaving letters for Reed to send to Philadelphia. He visited the
new headquarters on 24 July in company with “Capt. Freeman,” probably merchant Constant Freeman
(1729-1806). American Historical Review, 6:314-5. He returned on 22 August on unspecified business
with Thomas Dennie (1756-1842), son of a Loyalist merchant from Little Cambridge. American
Historical Review, 6:317.

18 N{HSP, 14:289.
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be speaker of the Massachusetts House and paymaster general for the Continental Army (see
section 5.6). From Watertown, Warren reported to Samuel Adams:

I dined Yesterday with Genl. Washington. he is an amiable man and fully answers
the high Character you and my Friend [John] Adams have given of him. I admire
the Activity, Spirit and Obligeing Behaviour of Mifflin. Coll. Read is a very
sensible, agreable Gentleman. "'

Washington went back to the Roxbury camp on 13 July.'®
Another person who encountered Washington and Lee during these busy days was
Abigail Adams, who wrote to her husband on 16 July 1775:

The appointment of the Generals Washington and Lee, gives universal
satisfaction. The people have the highest opinion of Lees abilities, but you know
the continuation of the popular Breath, depends much upon favorable events.

I had the pleasure of seeing both the Generals and their Aid de camps soon
after their arrival and of being personally made known to them. They very
politely express their regard for you. Major Miflin said he had orders from you to
visit me at Braintree. I told him I should be very happy to see him there, and
accordingly sent Mr. Thaxter to Cambridge with a card to him and Mr. Read to
dine with me. Mrs. Warren and her Son were to be with me. They very politely
received the Message and lamented that they were not able to upon account of
Expresses which they were that day to get in readiness to send of[f].

I'was struck with General Washington. You had prepaired me to entertain a
favorable opinion of him, but I thought the one half was not told me. Dignity with
ease, and complacency, the Gentleman and Soldier look agreably blended in him.
Modesty marks every line and feture of his face. Those lines of Dryden instantly
occurd to me

“Mark his Majestick fabrick! He’s a temple
Sacred by birth, and built by hands divine
His Souls the Deity that lodges there.

Nor is the pile unworthy of the God.”

General Lee looks like a careless hardy Veteran and from his appearence
brought to my mind his namesake Charls the 12, king of Sweeden. The Elegance
of his pen far exceeds that of his person.'*'

This appears to have been the only time that Abigail Adams met Washington during the siege
of Boston, and it occurred while he was still stationed in the Harvard president’s house.

""" Warren to Adams, 9 July 1775, MHSC, 73:414.
120 Heath, Memoirs, 18.

2 AFC, 1:246-7. Adams and Warren’s disappointment at not receiving the generals’ promised visit may
eventually have come back to Washington (see section 17.2).
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3.9 CHOOSING A HEADQUARTERS

On the morning of 6 July, only four nights after the new generals arrived in
Cambridge, the Massachusetts Provincial Congress ordered its Committee of Safety “to
desire General Washington to let them know if there is any house at Cambridge, that would
be more agreeable to him and General Lee than that in which they now are.”'** By the next
day, it was clear that the two generals would be living separately, and on 8 July the committee
decided that “it is necessary the house of Mr. John Vassal, ordered by Congress for the
residence of his excellency General Washington, should be immediately put in such
condition as may make it convenient for that purpose.”'*

These records offer no clue as to why Washington thought the Vassall mansion
would be “more agreeable” than the Harvard president’s house. There are several possible
reasons. The first is that the Vassall house was larger, with no occupants to defer to.
Washington expected his staff to grow, and he needed space not simply for meetings and
paperwork but also for receiving guests and dining in a formal fashion.

In addition, the neighborhood of the president’s house was crowded. It stood in the
center of Cambridge village, very close to where hundreds of soldiers were living in the
college buildings. With his emphasis on hierarchy, the new commander probably wanted
more distance between himself and the men. The Vassall house was more secluded, on the
road between the main barracks and Watertown, where the Provincial Congress was
governing most of Massachusetts.

Another consideration for Washington might have been security. The president’s
house was half a mile closer to the siege lines, and to the bridge over the Charles River. By the
morning of 4 July, Washington asked for that bridge to be converted into a drawbridge,
showing his concern that the enemy might be able to use it. Though a provincial committee
promised to take up the matter of the bridge, that task was never carried out.'**

One last factor, and perhaps the most important, is that Washington might simply
have felt most comfortable on the John Vassall estate. With its manor house surrounded by
outbuildings, fields, meadows, orchards, and other lands (worked, at least in part, by

122 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 460.
'2 Lincoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 593.

1241 incoln, Provincial Congress of Massachusetts, 445,451-2. In 1861, Eliza Susan Quincy set down an
anecdote that she had heard three decades before from Dr. Amos Holbrook, who joined the
Continental Army as a surgeon’s mate in August 1775. He told her that “a shell thrown by the British
from Copp’s Hill struck the ground in the square near the President’s house. The fuze was yet burning;
and a soldier went and stamped it out, at the risk of his life.” Quincy, Memoir of the Life, 223. Teele,
History of Milton, 527. Quincy speculated that Washington moved his headquarters further from
Boston for fear of more shells; MHSP, 12:263. However, the center of Cambridge was beyond the
range of eighteenth-century mortars. Dr. Holbrook may have exaggerated or been misunderstood.
Fifer John Greenwood recalled a similar incident on 21 July 1775, but that took place on the siege lines;
Greenwood, Revolutionary Services, 21, 113.
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enslaved people), all overlooking a river, the estate was more like his home at Mount Vernon
than any other place in Cambridge could be.

3.10 MYTHS OF THE WASHINGTON ELM AND THE “OLD HUNDRED”

Over the middle of the nineteenth century, stories bloomed about Gen. Washington
taking command of the Continental Army in a picturesque ceremony. Depictions of this
event in art, poetry, and prose fed each other, informing most Americans that he had
unsheathed his sword in front of the army assembled on Cambridge common on 3 July 1775.
A less widespread tradition added that he also read a psalm to the troops. There is no
contemporaneous support for such a ceremony, but it defined the public memory of
Washington’s arrival during Henry W. Longfellow’s lifetime.

Even within Washington’s lifetime, American popular culture depicted his assuming
command publicly and formally. In 1797 the engraver Elkanah Tisdale (1768-1835) created
an image captioned “GENL. WASHINGTON takes Command of the American Army at

1.2 This scene

Cambridge July 3d 1775” as an inset printed below a portrait of the genera
showed Washington on horseback with three other mounted men, reviewing a long line of
uniformed soldiers equipped with muskets, bayonets, and flags. Tents stand in the
background. The troops appear far more regular than any description of the New England
army of 1775 suggests.

In an oration in Cambridge’s meetinghouse on 4 July 1826 Edward Everett stated that
Washington had taken command nearby: “Beneath the venerable elm which still shades the
southwestern corner of the common, General Washington first unsheathed his sword at the
head of an American army...”'* Twenty years later, Everett included that elm tree on the
seal of the city of Cambridge. By that time an article in the American Magazine of Useful and
Entertaining Knowledge had dubbed the tree “The Washington Elm.”'?’

As Thomas J. Campanella wrote in his study of New England elms, that tree on
Cambridge common represented not only Revolutionary history but also the city’s rural past.
In the 1820s, the decade when Everett first spoke about the elm, Cambridge’s population
nearly doubled, and by 1845 it doubled again. The city became a bustling industrial center.
The tree ended up stuck on a traffic island encircled by an iron fence for protection from

125 Blkanah Tisdale, “Genl. Washington,” in The American War, from 1775 to 1783, with plans (New
York: Charles Smith, 1797), record #9128-1, John Carter Brown Library Archive of Early American
Images. Visible at <http://jcb.Junaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~4711~7410007:Genl—
Washington>

126 Everett, An Oration Delivered at Cambridge, 2. Thanks to Cambridge resident Robert Winters for
pointing to this citation.

" American Magazine of Useful and Entertaining Knowledge, 3:432.

87



Gen. Washington Comes to the Vassall Estate

wagon wheels.'?® People began to speak of the tree as a relic not simply of Revolutionary
times but of the time before the town’s founding.

The story of the Washington Elm, often called “venerable,” spread over the next few
decades. The Rev. Charles W. Upham of Salem mentioned it in his Independence Day
oration in 1842, which, like Everett’s, was anthologized in elocution textbooks. '
Washington Irving retold the story in his 1855 biography of Washington."** Benson J.
Lossing wrote about the tree in the November 1850 Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, calling
it “older, probably, by a half century or more, than the welcome of Samoset to the white
settlers.”"*! Lossing adapted that article in his The Pictorial Field-Book of the Revolution,

which provides the common text of the legend:

On the morning of the 3d of July, at about nine o’clock, the troops at Cambridge
were drawn up in order upon the Common to receive the commander-in-chief.
Accompanied by the general officers of the army who were present, Washington
walked from his quarters to the great elm-tree that now stands at the north end of
the Common, and, under the shadow of its broad covering, stepped a few paces
in front, made some remarks, drew his sword, and formally took command of the
Continental army. "

Despite his certainty, Lossing had not spoken to an eyewitness to this ceremony, and his
writings are not even clear about the location of the tree.

Poets also spread the legend of the Washington Elm. Verses about the landmark
include:

e “The \X/ashington Elm in Cambridge, Massachusetts,” by Lydia Huntley Sigourney
(1791-1865)."%°

e “Under the Washington Elm, Cambridge, April 27, 1861,” by Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes
(1809-1894)."** This poem did not mention Washington except in its title. Instead, it
contrasted the fabled gathering of Cambridge militiamen on the town common on 19
April 1775 with the mob attack on Union troops in Baltimore on the same date in 1861.

e “Under the Old Elm,” an ode written for 3 July 1875, the hundredth anniversary of
Washington’s first full day in Cambridge, by James Russell Lowell (1819-1891).

In 1864 the city of Cambridge placed a granite monument beside the elm, proclaiming its
place in the nation’s history:

128 Campanella, Republic of Shade, 62 and following.

129 One example is William D. Swan, The District School Reader (Boston: Little, Brown, 1845), 420-3.
Y0 Irving, Life of George Washington, 1:349.

U Harper’s, 1:726.

2 Lossing, Pictorial Field-Book, 1:564.

133 Sigourney, Scenes in My Native Land (London: H. G. Clarke, 1845), 283-5.

134 Poems of Oliver Wendell Holmes (Boston: Ticknor & Fields, 1862), 387.
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Under This Tree
WASHINGTON
First Took Command
OF THE
AMERICAN ARMY,
July 3, 1775.

According to tradition reported as early as 1884 that line was composed by Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow."* Certainly the poet valued the tree as part of the city’s historical
and natural heritage. In April 1871 he transplanted seedlings from the elm, and in March
1875 the city forester brought him some items made from branches pruned off the tree.'*®
The “Washington Elm” legend reached its height of picturesque absurdity with an

unsourced claim from Samuel Adams Drake in 1874:

When the camp was here Washington caused a platform to be built among the
branches of this tree, where he was accustomed to sit and survey with his glass
the country round."’

Few authors or artists accepted that detail, but by America’s Centennial the image of the
general taking command beneath the elm was firmly planted in American culture. In 1876
Currier & Ives published a lithograph of “Washington Taking Control of the American
Army, at Cambridge, Mass. July 1775.” It showed ranks of soldiers drawn up for review,
equipped with uniforms, flags, and tents; Gen. Washington and other officers on horseback;
and the Washington Elm towering over all.

The legend was so widely accepted that writers concocting diaries of Cambridge in
1775 felt they had to include it for authenticity. In The Christian Life and Character of the
Civil Institutions of the United States, the Rev. B. F. Morris quoted “the journal of a chaplain in
the American army” who had seen Washington take command under the elm (on 2 July).
Morris never gave the name of this chaplain, the manuscript has never surfaced, and no other
author appears to have accepted the authenticity of that journal entry."*® Mary Williams
Greely described the ceremony in her fictional “Diary of Dorothy Dudley,” published in The
Cambridge of 1776, which many later authors have taken as authentic.'*

351, L. Dame, “Historic Trees,” Bay State Monthly, 1 (1884), 86.
3¢ Longfellow, Life of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 3:247.

" Drake, Historic Fields and Mansions of Middlesex, 268. Drake repeated this statement in further
books and editions.

8 Morris, Christian Life and Character (Philadelphia: George W. Childs, 1864), 285. This book
suggested that Washington took formal command under the elm on 2 July, rather than the traditional
date of 3 July.

%% Gilman, Cambridge of 1776, 83.

89



Gen. Washington Comes to the Vassall Estate

The Washington Elm legend began to fall apart early in the twentieth century. (By
that time the tree itself had been pruned of several limbs, wrapped with zinc bands, and held
up with iron rods.) In his 1921 biography of Artemas Ward, Charles Martyn pointed out that
no diaries, letters, or newspaper accounts from 1775 mention a large ceremony on
Cambridge common. In fact, several soldiers’ journals stated that nothing of importance
happened on that 3 July.'*® Two years later, the elm collapsed during a pruning, and its pieces
had to be carted away. Irving W. Bailey, a Harvard professor of plant anatomy, examined the
trunk and concluded the tree had started growing in the early 1700s, well after Europeans
arrived in Massachusetts.'*' A. Gardner Bartlett published a letter in the Cambridge Tribune
in November, later reprinted in Old-Time New England, pointing out the tree had stood in a
regular line with five other elms of about the same age; he theorized that colonial farmers had
planted them to provide shade on the common.'* Finally, local historian Samuel F.
Batchelder rounded up the arguments against the Washington Elm tradition, repeating
Martyn’s evidence with a layer of withering sarcasm.'*

Nevertheless, the tradition endured, at least symbolically. Cuttings from the tree had
been planted all over the country. Gavels and other items made from its wood were
distributed to every state. A metal plaque was placed in the middle of the street where the elm
had stood, and the granite monument was moved to the common, under a new elm, a
“grandchild” of the original supplied by the Maryland D.A.R. In 1949 the city erected yet
another monument with a bas-relief sculpture by Leonard Craske showing Washington
taking command of rows of troops under a tree. After a great deal of effort, the Cambridge
Historical Commission approved text that is historically unimpeachable, saying that the
monument depicted a scene on 4 July 1775 at an unspecified nearby location, after
Washington had taken command. In 1976 this city revised and rearranged the statuary, but
the engraved granite stone remains, as do mentions of the Washington Elm in older books, so
many visitors to Cambridge continue to receive and believe the legend.

A related story about Washington taking command in 1775 can be traced back as far
as 1846. It surfaced in an Independence Day speech in Westfield (Massachusetts?) by the
Rev. Daniel Waldo, an aged Revolutionary War veteran (though not one who was at
Cambridge, or who ever met Washington). Boston’s anti-slavery newspaper reported:

He remarked that there was a single incident that came within his personal
knowledge which he believed was not generally known. It was that Washington,

140 Martyn, Artemas Ward, 153.

Y Arnold Arboretum Bulletin of Popular Information, series 3, volume 5 (10 December 1931), 71, citing
a Cambridge Park Department Report for the year ending March 1924.

2 Campanella, Republic of Shade, 64, 196.

143 Batchelder, “The Washington Elm Tradition,” Cambridge Historical Society Publications, 18 (1926),
reprinted in Batchelder, Bits of Cambridge History.
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on the day that he assumed the command of the American Army at Cambridge,
read and caused to be sung the 101st Psalm...

Waldo then led the company in singing that psalm, traditionally known as “The Old
Hundred.”'** Over the following decades, the same story reappeared in other publications.
Harriet Beecher Stowe put it in the mouth of a fictional veteran in Oldtown Fireside Stories
(1872).

In 1878, for the first time, an author named an eyewitness to this event. The Farmer’s
Cabinet magazine cited the memory of the late Amherst, New Hampshire, farmer Andrew
Leavitt in saying that on 2 July 1775 Gen. Washington appeared “upon a magnificent black
horse” and that “After the review the soldiers gathered around the tree under which the
General sat, and listened to his address. At the conclusion he read to them from his Psalm
book the 101st Psalm.”'* Daniel F. Secomb described hearing the same story from Leavitt in
his 1883 History of the Town of Amherst, Hillsborough County, New Hampshire.'* Finally,
George Allen Ramsdell’s 1901 History of Milford, New Hampshire states, “There is a tradition
in the Wallace family, then represented by the soldier, Joseph Wallace, that when
Washington had finished reading the psalm the company took up the matter and sang or
chanted it to an appropriate tune.”'*’ Documents from 1775 confirm that Leavitt and
Wallace (or Wallis) were members of Capt. Josiah Crosby’s company in Col. James Reed’s
New Hampshire regiment. However, in early July that regiment was stationed at Winter Hill
in modern Somerville, not near the Cambridge common.'*®

It would have been completely out of character for Gen. Washington to sit under a
tree and read a psalm to soldiers gathered around him. He valued hierarchy and rank, and his
religious behavior was not demonstrative. Had the new commander-in-chief behaved so
much like a New England deacon, many local officers and politicians would have written
about his action at the time. It seems more likely that Leavitt and Wallace (or their listeners in
later decades) confused Washington with another high-ranking officer with more traditional
New England religious habits, such as Gen. Ward. It is also possible that the story of the 101st
Psalm was a legend created and spread by ministers in the mid-1800s which the Leavitt and

" The Emancipator, 29 July 1846. This report may have appeared even earlier in the Boston Journal,
which is the newspaper that the Southern Patriot of Charleston, South Carolina, credited when it
picked up the piece. The article was also reprinted over the next year in the Connecticut Courant and
the Friend of Salem, Massachusetts.

45 «Andrew Leavitt,” The Farmer’s Cabinet, 22 January 1878. The anonymous author of this article said
Leavitt “narrated the events of that day to the writer who called on him one day after he had passed his
ninetieth year,” which was in 1842.

146 Secomb, Town of Amherst, 371. It is possible that Secomb (1820-1895) also wrote the Farmer’s
Cabinet article in 1878, but the phrasing