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Preface

Every student of the beginnings of hostilities in the War of the American Revolution must acknowledge the extraordinarily perceptive work of the late Allen French of Concord and the sharply speculative essays of the late Harold Murdock, read before the Massachusetts Historical Society and the Colonial Society. In the case of this book, I owe a more special debt to each.

Mr. French completed his invaluable inquiries into the events of April nineteenth, 1775, some thirty-three years ago, before all the documentary evidence was known, and concentrated thereafter on his major work, The First Year of the American Revolution, which does not treat of Lexington and Concord. However, he was later the first American scholar to make a careful examination of the papers of General Thomas Gage, acquired by William L. Clements and now at the University of Michigan; his comments in the informal report, General Gage’s Informers, are still a provocative guide to later inquirers. Mr. French’s wise scholarship was equaled by his generosity. Shortly after I had dealt, necessarily briefly, with the opening of the Revolution in The Charles, he offered to lend me his copious factual notes for use in my further investigations into the happenings of April nineteenth.

The incongruity of the decision made in the early morning on Lexington Common was first noted, incidentally and with his characteristic wit, by Mr. Murdock in a paper called “Historic Doubts on the Battle at Lexington,” read before the Massachusetts Historical Society. It was this passing reflection that led me to a re-examination of the evidence resulting in the hypothesis presented in this book. His further speculations on Earl Percy’s retreat, read before the Colonial Society, contained many suggestions and some determined investigations of alleged atrocities of great value to my consideration of the battle reports as propaganda.

For copies of primary source documents and illustrations, I am indebted to Miss Helen M. Brown. Copies of the silhouette of Jonas Clarke and the portrait of Lord Percy, photographed by Mr. Henry Jackson, were furnished through the courtesy of Mrs. Robert C. Merriam, curator of the Lexington Historical Society, which also owns the miniature of Major Pitcairn. The Doolittle prints of Lexington Common and of the British officers on the ridge in Concord are used through the courtesy of the Connecticut Historical Society. The Doolittle prints of Earl Percy in Lexington and of North Bridge, Concord, are reproduced through the courtesy of the Albany Institute of History and Art. The Gage portrait is in the collection of Colonel R. V. C. Bodley in Boston. The portraits of Hancock, Samuel Adams, Paul Revere, John Adams, and Dr. Joseph Warren are owned by the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. The broadside is reproduced through the courtesy of the Essex Institute, Salem, Massachusetts. The British cartoon is reproduced through the courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library in Providence, which owns the original. The view of Boston Common is from a print in the Phelps Stokes Collection, New York Public Library, after an original water-color drawing by Christian Remick, dated 1768, in the Concord Antiquarian Society.



Arthur Bernon Tourtellot

Wilton, Connecticut

January 14, 1959


PROLOGUE

THE BEAT OF THE DRUM


“… and having met at the place of our company’s parade, [we] were dismissed by our captain, John Parker, for the present, with orders to be ready to attend at the beat of the drum.”

DEPOSITION OF NATHANIEL MULLIKEN AND OTHERS1



 

In the clear chill of an early April morning in 1775, twenty-one companies of picked British soldiers—grenadiers, the tallest, most heavily armed of infantrymen, traditionally the first to attack, and light infantry, the agile flanking troops of the regiments—marched out from Boston across the softly rolling countryside of Middlesex.

After a restless night of alarms, counsels, musters and dismissals of militia, mysterious couriers, intelligence and counterintelligence, a forty-five-year-old veteran of Rogers’ Rangers in the French and Indian wars, Captain John Parker, commanding the Lexington minutemen, directed his drummer boy to go across the road to the Common and beat the call to arms. And when William Diamond, bringing the enthusiasm of his sixteen years to the beating of his gaily emblazoned drum, rolled out the call to the village’s minutemen, the War of the American Revolution began.

Everyone, including Captain Parker, knew where the British were headed: Concord, five miles to the west. To get there, the British regulars had to march right into Lexington’s Common, a two-acre triangular patch that divided the road into two branches.

As William Diamond continued to beat the call on his drum, the Lexington minutemen—perhaps thirty of them—assembled on the Common. Captain Parker directed Orderly Sergeant William Munroe to form the men in ranks.

Eventually Captain Parker had thirty-eight men strung out thinly in one line and in part of a second. “I was stationed about in the centre of the company,” said Sylvanus Wood. “While we were standing, I left my place and went from one end of the company to the other, and counted every man who was paraded, and the whole number was thirty-eight and no more.”2

The rolling beat of William Diamond’s drum began to drown out, in the ears of the approaching British, the soft thud of their own marching feet on the unpaved roadway. Aware that the drum was sounding a military assembly, the British officers halted their troops, the light infantry in front and the grenadiers in the rear. Orders were given to stop, prime and load their guns, double their ranks, and then to proceed again at double-quick time.

All the elements of an inevitable, if ludicrously one-sided, battle were now present in almost geometric simplicity: a little band of armed yeomen, their number perhaps swelled into the forties now, stood in one and a half straggly rows, their guns primed and loaded; up the road, headed toward them on the double, came several hundred soldiers, their guns also primed and loaded.

Now this was an odd situation, a suicidal situation, for Captain Parker and his minutemen—all of them hard and practical men—to get themselves into.

First of all, the British threat in itself did not call for a Thermopylaean stand. The British soldiers represented about one sixth of the strength of General Gage’s peacetime occupation army garrisoned in Boston. The little army had been stationed there for nearly a full year—all through the summer of 1774 and the remarkably mild winter of 1774–75; in all that time they had molested no one, destroyed no property. Except for the kind of minor and isolated encounters common between townspeople and the military in garrison towns—a taunting remark, a drunken argument, a dispute over a woman—the occupation was wholly peaceful. Occasionally, during the year, battalions were marched out of Boston into the surrounding country for exercise and then, without incident, returned again. “The people swear at us sometimes,” one colonel wrote, “but that does us no harm.”3 General Gage himself was probably the most peaceable occupying general in all history. He had thus far proved much more irritating to his own people than to the Americans, annoying his government at home by his passiveness and his soldiers by such unwarlike restrictions as banning the wearing of sidearms on the streets of Boston. Nicknamed “Old Woman” by his officers and men, he was dubbed “The Mild General” by George III. And now he had sent the flower of his regiments across Middlesex for the not very bellicose purpose of seizing some powder stored at Concord—and that was all. This Captain Parker knew, the colonials having already dispatched warnings to the Concord militia to hide the stores. Moreover, the British march from Boston to Lexington, three quarters of the way to Concord, had been accomplished without the destruction of any property or harm to any person.

Would Captain Parker, then, have seen this situation as one requiring a suicidal stand by his little company on the Common? The only American general who commanded later that day did not think so: “This company continuing to stand so near to the road, after they had certain notice of the advancing of the British in force, was but a too much braving of danger; for they were sure to meet with insult or injury, which they could not repel. Bravery, when called to action, should always take the strong ground on the basis of reason.”4

Secondly, Captain Parker was not a man to have ordered a little group to expose itself directly and foolishly to enemy fire. He was a man of maturity, well read, sensible; a working farmer attuned to realities; a father, wholly supporting a wife and seven small children; in his youth an experienced fighter in all kinds of wilderness battles during the French and Indian wars, well practiced in the tactics of concealment and guerrilla warfare. No local military martinet throwing his weight around, he was elected as their captain by the minutemen themselves, who chose him over men who had been older in service and higher in rank during the earlier wars. He obviously had qualities of sense and judgment that attracted the respect of his townsmen. He simply would not have made, for any military reasons, the decision to line up his slender company in the very path of British troops outnumbering him nearly twenty to one. If he knew the approximate strength of the British, any such military decision would have been criminally stupid and incredibly irresponsible. And Captain Parker did know that, even if he had got his whole company on the Common, they would be outnumbered by at least seven to one. Indeed, if anything the strength of the British marching forces had been overestimated in Lexington that night, having been placed at twelve or fifteen hundred men by intelligence received five hours earlier.5 If Captain Parker had had it in mind to challenge such a force, he knew how to do it. Before the road from Boston leveled out to a straight stretch before Lexington Common, it passed between two wooded hills. In ten minutes Captain Parker could have had his militia—out of range and out of sight of the British—raining bullets down on the heads of the enemy. Instead, he lined them up, hopelessly ineffective, on the Common. This decision must have been made, therefore, for other than military reasons, or it must have been made by someone else.

Thirdly, the Lexington minutemen were not inexperienced youngsters. The oldest was sixty-three, a veteran of Louisburg in 1758 and the Indian uprisings of 1762, an officer of the company and unquestionably consulted by Parker. Two others were also in their sixties; four in their fifties; eight in their forties. Of the seventy-seven, fifty-five were over thirty, and over twenty of them had served in the French and Indian wars. Democratic in their organization and simple and direct in their relationship with one another, the minutemen would obviously have counseled with their elected leader during the three hours between the first alarm and the fatal muster on the Common. In fact, Captain Parker, in a deposition given six days later, said that they did: “… in the Morning, about One of the Clock … ordered our militia to meet on the Common … to consult what to do, and concluded not to be discovered, nor meddle or make with said Regular Troops.”6 Thus, the company participated in the decision.

The decision—made at the first alarm, three hours before William Diamond was ordered to beat his drum and the minutemen to stand like tenpins in open sight on the Common, visible for a thousand yards up the road—was “not to be discovered.” It was a sensible decision, one to be expected of a man of Parker’s character and experience and of the clearheaded farmers and craftsmen of his company. But sometime between one-thirty and four-thirty, it was abandoned. Parker lined his men up in the rising daylight on the clear green of the Common where discovery was certain, and he began a war that ended seven years later with an effect on human history more lasting and more penetrating than any that had gone before.


1

CAPTAIN PARKER’S LEXINGTON


“The men who fell on this green, under the shadow of the village church … were men born and reared here, taught at the village school and from the village pulpit.…”

RICHARD HENRY DANA, JR.1



 

The little group that Captain Parker mustered on Lexington Common before daybreak on April nineteenth, 1775, had some of the characteristics of a family reunion. At least a quarter of those present were his own relatives or those of his wife—cousins, nephews, brothers-in-law. Among the oldest was a first cousin of the captain, a fiercely determined grandfather, Jonas Parker, there with his son, Jonas, Junior; and among the youngest was the captain’s widowed sister-in-law’s son, the sixteen-year-old fifer, Jonathan Harrington. There were nine Harringtons, seven Munroes, four Parkers, three Tidds, three Lockes, and three Reeds. These six families furnished twenty-nine of the seventy-seven minutemen who answered William Diamond’s drum call.

This was as Captain Parker would have expected. His Lexington was a little village, sprawled out over nineteen square miles and inhabited by a little more than a hundred families. Since immigration had virtually stopped with the French wars of the seventeen-fifties, the population of the town, changed only by the births and deaths of the inhabitants, stayed unaccustomedly stable during the last half of the eighteenth century. In 1775 there were seven hundred and fifty people in the town—men, women and children, five slaves—and four hundred cows. The town consisted topographically of about ten thousand acres of fertile fields, very gentle hills, and occasional woodlands, sometimes broken by slight greenstone formations, patches of peat bog, or scores of little streams that eventually found the Charles or Mystic rivers to empty into the sea fourteen miles away.

Lexington’s weather was varied, the arrival and duration of the seasons uncertain. In the little burying ground north of the Common are the cryptic evidences of long and bitter winters. But the winter of 1774–75 was so mild and short that old men, always particularly concerned with such things, noted it in their diaries; and in the parish register there were listed only a half dozen funerals. Lexington had also known long, warm summers, and yet almost all these were marred and heavy with epidemic deaths of children and young adults, probably from typhoid. All this bred a people who had learned to accept and yet to go on, and if all these vital records show anything beyond statistics it is that here were a brave people who had a kind of sturdy gallantry and who triumphed over all the successions of losses they suffered. This perhaps—as much as anything—made equalitarians of them, although there was a somewhat special position occupied by the schoolteacher and by the two physicians, Dr. Joseph Fiske (whose father practiced in Lexington before him) and his son, Dr. Joseph, Junior, who was to go away as a surgeon in the Continental Army.

By American standards Captain Parker’s Lexington was an old town, many of its families having lived there, some in the same houses, for five or six generations. Captain Parker’s mother’s family, the Stones, had been in Lexington for four generations, the Parkers for three, but both families had been in Massachusetts since 1635, when the Bay Colony was only five years old. Every decade since the 1640s the town of Lexington had grown by perhaps a hundred people. Every decade a little more of the woodlands was cleared, and the broad meadows cultivated, and the rich peat swamps used. Most of the settlers, of course, came from the seaside port towns and were turning away from the mercantile or fishing life for the ways of the farmer, turning away from the sea to the land. For over a century now they had worked hard and prospered. They had built themselves houses of remarkably simple and enduring dignity and married among themselves so that almost all the families were in one way or another interrelated. The town burying ground was, to a considerable extent, a family graveyard, with all its stark headstones, with their fatalistic legends, tracing the marriages among the families of the town.

The gravestones told, too, of the flinty theology to which John Parker’s forebears had subscribed back in the early days, when the cold persistent spirit of John Calvin hung like a pall over the town and filled it with a grim preoccupation with the eternal damnation of all but the elect. The craggy dogma of the Bible state, however, began to wane long before Lexington was a century old. John Parker’s generation grew up with considerable reservations about the doctrine of the elect. Gradually, the people of Lexington became a pragmatic people, unsuited to the preservation of the Puritanism of the 1600s, and without making any great issue of it shook off the more styptic elements of the old faith while such of its last defenders as Cotton Mather were wallowing in their own absurdities.

Meanwhile, the patchwork of small but productive farms that were stretched across the town of Lexington began to be less isolated from one another, less wholly independent. A village life and a village character started to emerge. With others of the town Captain Parker’s great-grandfather, Samuel Stone, subscribed in 1711 to a fund to purchase an acre and a half of land where the Concord, Bedford, and Boston roads met, to be owned in common by all the people of the town. Even then the Common was the center of village life. Muzzy’s Tavern (later Buckman’s), having been licensed as a public house since 1693, stood directly across the road from it. The Reverend John Hancock’s parsonage stood up the road a few hundred yards. Conspicuously adjacent to the Common was the old meetinghouse, built in 1692, which functioned also as a town hall, an armory, an assembly place, and sometimes as a schoolhouse. In 1714 a new and larger meetinghouse was built on the Common, a great barnlike structure with two tiers of galleries and the main floor made up of high-walled pews carefully sold, in the order of the desirability of their location, to members with “respect first for age, second for real and personal estate, third to have respect to but one head in the family.” John Parker’s grandfather was granted “the second seat”—unmistakable sign of a solid citizen. The next year, 1715, they built a schoolhouse on the Common, behind the meetinghouse some distance. There from October to March each year, a fireplace blazing at one end of the one room, the Lexington children were instructed by a succession of underpaid Harvard graduates, who courted the minister’s daughters and most of whom later entered the ministry themselves. The people of the town also built stocks on their Common to punish malefactors, including common scolds, dug a well to water the schoolchildren and “the town people on Sabbath days,” and erected a stubby belfry to house a five-hundred-pound bell, given to the bell-less town by John Parker’s cousin, Isaac Stone. But by far the most powerful influence on the Common, as John Parker was growing up, was the outpouring of the voice of the Reverend John Hancock, for over half a century the pastor of the Lexington church.

From the tall pulpit of the newer meetinghouse Hancock dispensed a liberal and cheerful theology to the generations of Parker’s parents, his contemporaries, their children, and some of their grandchildren. They listened also as he guided them through many of their temporal affairs. He was known to settle land disputes by driving a stake in the ground and simply telling the disputants that that was the boundary and there would be no further argument about it. And he moved swiftly to deter his parish from having elders—a variety of lay deputy clergy, usually of a meddling and troublesome nature—by stating flatly that the duty of the older elder would be to accompany the pastor on all out-of-town trips and pay all expenses and that of the younger elder would be to brush down and harness the pastor’s horse when he required it.

Witty, respected, an entirely new type of native American clergy, who saw the death of the old Puritan theocracy with relief and apparently with some delight, old “Bishop” Hancock awakened on a cold December night in 1752 with an acute stomach-ache and died promptly, at the age of eighty-two, without inconveniencing even Dr. Fiske up the road at the next house. John Hancock left his mark on Lexington. At the time of his death, the parish at Lexington was sixty years old, and he had ministered to it for fifty-four of them. He brought its people out of the melancholy hopelessness of predestination, through the “new lightism” that split many of the Massachusetts churches in half as they strained at theological gnats; and, by his wise, good-humored intervention from time to time, he accustomed the townspeople to the role of the clergyman as a dominant voice in temporal affairs on the somewhat novel grounds that he might be a rational mind worth listening to instead of a priestly authority they could not avoid. This last may well have been his most significant achievement.

By the time of Hancock’s death, when John Parker was twenty-three, Lexington had acquired its eighteenth-century character as a quiet, self-contained village that governed itself, elected and instructed its own representative to the Great and General Court—the colonial legislature of Massachusetts, and prized the royal charter as the mother country’s irrevocable recognition of its basic rights and freedoms. During the long, scattered wars with the French and Indians in the 1740s and 1750s, as many as forty of Lexington’s two hundred male adults had fought to defend the King’s realm in North America, at the capture of Louisburg, at Lake Champlain, and at the fall of Quebec. Several had joined the hardy corps of Major William Rogers’ Rangers; and one of them, Edmund Munroe, was the regiment’s adjutant. Four of the Parker family, including John, marched off to these wars and acquired a degree of military confidence and competence that stayed with them all their days.

From his family experience John Parker also learned something of political self-determinism. His father, Josiah Parker, was selectman for twelve years and had served for repeated terms as town clerk and assessor. His cousin, Jonas Stone, was also a selectman and later a representative to the General Court and a delegate to the Provincial Congress. After the fall of Quebec and the interminable French wars drew to their close in the 1760s, the political life of the times and, indeed the political objectives of the people began to take ascendancy over the old religious life and objectives. The most articulate and influential agent of the transformation in Lexington was, oddly enough, the extraordinary and persuasive young pastor who had been called to succeed Hancock, the Reverend Jonas Clarke.

ii

Three years out of Harvard, Jonas Clarke arrived in Lexington in the spring of 1755. He was twenty-four years old, unmarried, large and impressive in appearance, neat to the point of fastidiousness in his dress, and more concerned with the practical social applications of Christianity than with its body of doctrine. Gregarious, worldly, of a literary bend, he was a gifted social and political philosopher, with a strong inclination to logic. He was one of an entire generation of Harvard men who came under the influence of the “gentle, tender, affectionate”2 President Edward Holyoke, whose attachment to the libertarian principles of John Locke furnished the rationale of the Massachusetts patriots who led the revolutionary movement during the cold war that went on for over a decade before the outbreak of armed hostilities.

Before he accepted their call to Lexington, Jonas Clarke drove the hard bargain with the town fathers necessary to win their respect. The parish settled on him an outright payment of £133 and an annual salary of £80 but shrewdly demanded that he quit forever any “claim, title or interest in or unto any part of the ministerial land in this town.” The ministerial land was a tract acquired by an assessment of the parishioners for the purpose of providing revenues for the clergy; the Reverend John Hancock had had the right to take wood from it for lumber for use on his own property and for fuel. So Jonas Clarke demanded, and got, a supply of twenty cords of wood a year in addition to his salary. However, when the expenses facing the town seemed to Clarke “not small,” he sometimes gave back a part of his salary in gracious little letters to the moderator at town meetings. An excellent manager of his own affairs, he lived reasonably well, brought up a family of twelve children, and left his heirs a highly productive sixty-acre farm.

Clarke was a man of greater and more far-reaching intellect than John Hancock had been, and he possessed some of the versatility and range of interests that characterized such contemporaries as Jefferson and Franklin. He managed his farm with extraordinary skill and kept a systematic, almost scientific record of its production. Something of an experimentalist in the gaunt liturgy that his sect permitted itself, he abandoned the old New England psalm singing, threw out the atrocious versifications by the Harvard divines that had been used for a century, and even introduced hymn singing in the parish. He was interested in all the activities in the town, and his house soon became a busy gathering place for both the townspeople and for visitors from other communities. It became clear, within a few years of his settlement at Lexington, that he would be the greatest single influence in the town’s history.

As the youthful successor to the octogenarian Hancock, Clarke was a compelling and attractive personality to the young people. John Parker, for example, was only a year older than the new pastor and early fell under his influence. He spent hours talking with the young cleric and always left with his arms loaded with borrowed books. Parker and his twenty-four-year-old bride, Lydia Moore, were probably the first couple married during Jonas Clarke’s pastorate. A couple of years later Clarke himself married Lucy Bowes, daughter of the pastor of the neighboring town of Bedford and a granddaughter of the Reverend John Hancock, whose ancient relict still lived in Lexington. Clarke and his young wife moved into the Hancock house with the matriarch and set about raising a family, ultimately numbering six girls and seven boys, all but one of whom lived to adulthood.

By the time John Parker was back from the French and Indian wars, the Reverend Jonas Clarke was well established as the leader of affairs in Lexington. Parker’s cousin, Jonas Stone, was elected deacon of the church, and Stone was also the town’s leading politician, being successively assessor, selectman, treasurer, and delegate to the General Court. In due time Clarke and Stone became a team, Clarke defining policy and Stone carrying it out.

iii

Although the War of the American Revolution began when Captain John Parker lined up his handful of men on Lexington Common, the Revolution itself was not a battle of bullets but a battle of opinion that began in the early 1760s. After the distractions of the French wars, the British sought to consolidate the empire by expanding Parliamentary control over the colonies, by revoking the old charters that virtually gave them home rule, and by radical alterations in the British tax structure so as to impose upon them unfamiliar burdens—this last on the general grounds that the colonies benefited most directly from large proportions of Great Britain’s army and navy expenses. All this constituted what was essentially a badly needed program of administrative reform; and if there were any economic wrongs to be redressed at the time, they were wrongs suffered by England and not by the colonies. In fact, the failure of the Grenville ministry that initiated the reforms was not so much due to errors of substance or even altogether of procedure—although errors of the latter variety came in abundance later; the failure of Grenville was a total neglect of communications. Under the old patent charters the colonies had probably the freest form of regional self-government the world has ever known, before or since. This freedom had bred in the colonies such a commanding sense of self-determinism on most all their affairs that when the administrative reforms enacted in London found expression in more positive executive actions by the colonial governors in America, it bore to the colonists a strong smack of outright tyranny. Moreover, the source of the irritation lay as much in the sudden enforcement of old laws, particularly revenue laws, as in the passing of new laws.

There was a general feeling, most acute in the port towns, that a good and free-trading era was coming to an end. The trading of the colonial merchants had made them far richer, and at a much faster pace, than their heavily taxed counterparts in England. Profits were immense, and taxes and tariffs low and often completely ignored. At the same time, the security of the colonies was the responsibility of the British, and whatever freedom there was on the high seas that fell short of piratical anarchy was safeguarded by the British navy. Meanwhile, the long French and Indian wars had left Britain with a great debt; the far-flung empire, with its vulnerabilities to France and Spain, involved heavy military and navy expenses; and there were serious doubts that domestic revenues in England could be greatly increased. Finally, with the major preoccupation of the British on the North American continent—the boundless, drawn-out conflict with the French—concluded, it was high time that someone tried to bring about a more efficient management of colonial affairs. For the truth of the matter was that the British empire as a political entity had no existence beyond a loose federation, no political philosophy beyond a theoretic loyalty to the Crown, and no real management of its colonial interests at all. In fact, several colonial officials had served out their appointments without ever leaving London—a custom so common that when Grosvenor Bedford was turned out of his job as Collector of Customs at Philadelphia because he had lived in London all the twenty-five years that he held the post, Horace Walpole wrote the Prime Minister, protesting Bedford’s discharge as unjust. As the King’s First Minister, George Grenville could see nothing but disaster ahead if some order were not created out of the political, administrative, and fiscal chaos of the empire.

But if the realities of the situation were on his side, philosophy and theory and the intellectual drift of the times were on the side of the colonists. Indeed, the little village of Lexington in Massachusetts, its small population supporting itself by consuming and selling the products of their farms and of their few craft shops, had little economic stake in the conflict. It had nothing but theory to justify concerning itself with the growing squabble with Britain.

The custodian of political theory in Lexington was the Reverend Jonas Clarke. His passion for the subject sprang from many sources. For one thing, all the theology and ecclesiasticism he had been through in his young life was tied up inextricably with politics. For the impact of the covenant, a political contract as well as a declaration of faith, was a living force in the New England consciousness, which was deeply ingrained with the notion that if men could bind themselves together to manage their own spiritual lives they could do the same with regard to their temporal affairs. When all the Calvinist strictures were wrung out of Puritan thinking, the one lasting social effect was this overriding tenet of self-reliance. To Jonas Clarke and the New England clergy, however, Puritanism left other legacies. Although the Bible state of the theocrats was dead by his time, its long shadow was to fall over his own years and the history of his province far into the future; and the ministers were all the more jealous of their positions in their communities when they saw their influence as priests fading and as political tutors rising. And they still clung to their roles as magistrates. Offenders in Jonas Clarke’s congregation still “stood up in meeting” and recited, to the elevated delight of their brethren in the endlessly long Sabbath sessions, the details of their errings. The reliance of Puritanism upon Judaism, with the authority of the temple and the Mosaic code, had survived the gradual diminishing of the old association of parish and town as one entity with two faces.

In contrast to the old Calvinist preachers with their vengeful Jehovah, Jonas Clarke preached the Christian virtues, but he was nevertheless fully aware that there was much to be said for the old emphasis by way of preserving the ministerial authority. Yet he was realist and social student enough to know that for the future the strength of the ministry lay in its members being with their people rather than over them. And if the Anglican clergy derived strength from associations with royal governors, the nonconformist ministers did from associations with selectmen. Throughout many New England towns, nevertheless, the waning influence of the ministers had become a real problem. The reactionary efforts of Jonathan Edwards had failed signally, and only at Yale College in Connecticut was there any longer a premium on Calvinist orthodoxy in New England. The time had long gone when the Puritan priests could hope that their influence would be restored by automatic consent that theirs was a mystical authority—absolute and pervasive. From the somewhat strained device of the “halfway covenant”—an implement that permitted those who could show no evidence of the regeneration necessary to full communion to become “half members” of the church, thus preserving its organizational strength in the face of its waning spiritual authority—the old ecclesiasticism had never recovered. Since the halfway covenant permitted the baptizing of the children of half members, infant baptism had already become an empty formalism; and with the failure of the short-lived revival movement, the “Great Awakening,” the churches as a whole had serious likelihood of going the same way. The alternative, of course, was their becoming progressive social forces in a world, not of doctrine, but of tidal realities. It is not insignificant that, first with John Hancock and later with Jonas Clarke, this was the road taken by the Church of Christ in Lexington.

A less subtle and generally less powerful force that tended to unite the dissenting clergy against the strengthening of ties with Britain was the abhorrence of an American episcopate. The Church of England had grown alarmingly in New England during the eighteenth century, and it had moreover attracted an increasingly impressive following from the upper classes of the larger towns. Its position throughout the rest of the colonies was, of course, exceptionally strong. It was the established church in many places, including the thriving city of New York, and the only church of any size and influence among the aristocracy of the South. As the number of Anglican clergy grew and the inconvenience of a long voyage to London for ordination became more general, fears mounted in the dissenting minds of the nonconformists that a bishop might be sent to America. The combination of bishops and royal governors conjured up visions of twin assaults upon traditional, if in some respects illusory, religious and civil liberties. And the Puritan clergy knew enough, by way of century-old experiment of their own, of the grip that combined religious and civil authority could have on a people. Even though there was no probability of an American episcopate, the bare possibility loomed as the final blow to the local power of the nonconformist clergy in their towns and in the province: “… every poor parson whose head has never felt the weight of a bishop’s hand will soon know the power of his pastoral staff, and the arm of the magistrate into the bargain.”3

The fears of an episcopate were almost entirely political: the theological dispute about the practices and doctrines of the Church of England, including the necessity of bishops to preserve the apostolic succession, had long since died out from sheer lack of interest. Neither Jonas Clarke nor his predecessor Hancock showed much sensitivity to the old doctrinal disputes. Old Hancock had loved to be called “Bishop” and felt that he was fully entitled to it, because he had participated in so many ordinations, at one of which he made the startling suggestion that “He that desires the office of a bishop desires a good work.”4 And Jonas Clarke felt no qualms about restoring to the drab Calvinist services some of the very features of the Anglican liturgy that his forebears had found so repugnant.5 But the political fears of the Anglican church were a different matter; it was enough that the Church of England, the monarchy and the Parliament were in league. The basic ingredient of the covenant, on the other hand, was the idea of the consent of the governed—the Puritan church itself holding that its authority over its members was derived only from their voluntary compact to submit themselves to its authority.

The extension of the idea of the covenant to all political institutions was not a difficult thing for Jonas Clarke and those of his generation at Harvard who had been steeped in John Locke and gone to school to President Holyoke. An enlightened cleric of remarkable and prophetic political insight, Holyoke was, like Jonathan Mayhew and Charles Chauncey, an articulate critic of the old Calvinism and the abortive attempt to revive it in the 1740s. “In whatsoever churches of Christ there is made use of external force and compulsion in these regards, so far they are gone off from the simplicity that is in Christ … The ministers have no right to impose their interpretations of the laws of Christ upon their flocks … Every man therefore is the judge for him in these things.…”6 This libertarian theology, which must have had the Mathers spinning in their graves, was matched by the president’s political philosophy. As early as 1736, long before there was any political conflict with England, President Holyoke had used language amazingly close to that of the Declaration of Independence forty years later: “All forms of government originate from the people … As these forms then have originated from the people, doubtless they may be changed whensoever the body of them choose to make such an alteration.”7

In the pulpit of West Church in Boston, Jonathan Mayhew, two months before his death, paid unabashed tribute to the one love of a fervid life: “Having also from my childhood up … been educated to the love of liberty … I would not—I cannot now, though past middle
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