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			NO TURNING BACK

			
				“The mistress we court is LIBERTY; and it is better to die than not to obtain her.”

				—JOSEPH WARREN TO SAMUEL ADAMS, JUNE 15, 1774

			

			The fateful day had come. On the morning of June 17, 1775, just days after his thirty-fourth birthday and appointment to the rank of major general, Dr. Joseph Warren, away from his family and closest political allies, lay motionless inside Hastings House in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Suffering from one of the debilitating headaches that had plagued him for years, he listened as the steady fire of cannonade rumbled in Charlestown, a few miles away. It had not rained for weeks, and the sun was already scorching. Following one of the mildest New England winters on record, events in and around Boston had reached a boiling point. The stage was set for a grim conflict that would culminate in a scene of devastation. Weeks earlier the doctor had presciently written, “No business but that of war is either done or thought of in this colony.”

			More than three hundred miles away in Philadelphia, a group of patriot delegates from Massachusetts, including the cousins Samuel and John Adams and the wealthy merchant John Hancock, were attending the Second Continental Congress, which had been in session since May 10. Unsanctioned by the king, this nascent extralegal governing body anxiously awaited news from Warren’s dispatchers about the explosive situation in the Bay Colony, where the Whig movement had been resisting Crown policies for over ten years. When Warren sent his trusted messengers, including his close friend and patriot associate Paul Revere, to the congress with information, it was shared and discussed by scores of men with opinions and beliefs as diverse as the colonies from which they hailed. But by the time a response reached the doctor, many days, often weeks, would elapse. Because time was of the essence, Warren had to take decisive action at his discretion. At the peak of his power, he was effectively alone in directing the events unfolding in the Bay Colony.

			
			At this moment Warren was unquestionably the de facto patriot leader in the epicenter of the American rebellion. The United States did not exist in 1775. The colonists were still British subjects under Crown rule, more than a year away from the day John Hancock would boldly write his prominent signature atop the famous document penned by Thomas Jefferson. At that point, George Washington—an inactive colonel of the Virginia Regiment since 1758—had yet to achieve his everlasting glory. Common Sense, Thomas Paine’s seminal political pamphlet, had yet to be published. Weeks earlier, on May 5, the internationally famed statesman Benjamin Franklin had returned to the colonies after living in Britain for over a decade.

			Warren, meanwhile, was one of the most prominent physicians in Massachusetts, a refined and educated gentleman revolutionary blessed with a charismatic personality, good looks, and a keen political acumen. Described as “elegant in his personal appearance…and devoted as much to classical studies as professional learning,” he was an admired and trusted patriot insider making influential political decisions. And given his deep Yankee lineage, which dated back to the mid-seventeenth century, the doctor had numerous social and familial relationships connecting him to politically diverse groups throughout a Bay Colony that had ruptured into bitterly opposed factions. Paradoxically, for a time, he seemed almost destined to take a leading role on the side of government loyal to the king, given his intimate ties to the most powerful Tory families in Massachusetts—in fact, his medical practice had flourished because of Tory patronage. But he had chosen the path of most resistance, becoming a tireless patriot fighting in what he referred to as the “present struggle for the liberties of America.”

			
			As tensions mounted between the king’s troops and the Bay Colony populace, strong resentments fueled incidents that directly involved the omnipresent doctor. In fact, Warren’s central role in the Boston Massacre, the Boston Tea Party, the Battles of Lexington and Concord, and the Battle of Bunker Hill led one of His Majesty’s commanders stationed in the colonies to refer to him as “the famous Dr. Warren, the greatest incendiary in all America.” Although he could display the restraint and tact of a consummate statesman in volatile political situations, Warren was also prone to outbursts of rage, spewing venom from his lips, his quill, and his fists. At times, his extreme Whig ideology called for death over submission to the Crown.

			With Warren spearheading the patriot resistance and thousands of angry British soldiers spread throughout Boston, Warren’s home on Hanover Street was no longer safe for him. Concerned for the safety of his family, he secretly arranged to relocate them to Worcester, a town more than thirty miles away, where they would stay under the care and protection of his friend Dr. Elijah Dix. He insisted that their identities remain anonymous, lest any vengeful mercenary should discover their whereabouts. For close to a decade, Warren’s actions had frustrated the British both behind the scenes and in the public eye. But in that first half of 1775, he would help ravage the Crown, draining its purse and crippling the king’s forces. By dispatching midnight riders into the countryside on the evening of April 18, 1775, he effectively set off the revolutionary war’s first battles, at Lexington and Concord.

			Considerably younger than most of his compatriots, and with even more to risk, Warren had refused to leave the environs of Boston, possessing what many called “uncommon firmness in situations of danger.” Despite having to care for his family and his medical patients and despite being on the verge of financial ruin, he remained on the front lines, surrounded by danger, and under constant threat of arrest and execution. But once Britain imposed sanctions aimed at punishing the colonists for the Boston Tea Party, Warren began to shift his efforts from resistance to open and armed rebellion. Now ready to attain independence at any cost, Warren wrote to Samuel Adams, “The mistress we court is LIBERTY; and it is better to die than not to obtain her.”

			
			As chairman of the Massachusetts Committee of Safety—a provisional body of government in charge of military matters—Warren attended a council of war in Hastings House in Cambridge on June 16, 1775. There, as the patriots of New England prepared for an open battle, he helped devise strategies. While he served as the main leader of the radical Whig faction in Boston, the blurred Rubicon between the two sides was finally crossed.

			Before Bunker Hill, Warren’s compatriots knew that he intended to fight in the explosive engagement. Despite all their efforts to dissuade him, he remained determined to participate: “The ardor of dear Doctor Warren could not be restrained by the entreaty of his brethren of the Congress.” Upon discovering his nomination to the rank of general in the fledgling Provincial Army, one colleague would later confess, “I was sorry when I heard of this appointment; because I thought, a man so much better qualified to act in other capacities than most are, ought not to be exposed in this way, unless in case of necessity. But his zeal hurried him on.” News of Warren’s fervor stretched beyond his political and military circles to his friends, neighbors, patients, and enemies. And although he was a valuable Whig leader, doctor, and statesman, Warren had decided to cast his fate with that of his countrymen on the most dangerous part of the battlefield—the redoubt on Breed’s Hill.

			The realization of a separate, even independent America, free from what Whigs viewed as oppressive British imperialist policies, would have been much compromised if the king’s troops had plowed to victory that afternoon of June 17. Warren understood that he needed to rally the provincials if the Whig cause of liberty were to endure. So when he received word that British “regulars were landing,” though thoroughly exhausted and not having slept for days, he rushed from bed armed with a book of prayers, intelligence reports, and pistols concealed on his waist. The guns were no extravagance: Warren was by now rumored to be a wanted man. The king’s troops stationed in the Bay Colony had lambasted him with death threats, even attempting to assault him physically, for he “was well known to their officers, and he could not walk in the streets without being exposed to their insults or sneers.”

			
			Wasting no time, Warren exited Hastings House near Harvard Yard. Procuring a horse along the way, he galloped toward Charlestown to fight as “the roar of cannons, mortars, and musquetry” raged around him. The fighting, which had commenced earlier that morning, continued as the king’s forces fired upon the provincials throughout the day. Although days earlier appointed the rank of major general by the Massachusetts Committee of Safety, Warren, upon his arrival, declined repeated exhortations from Gen. Israel Putnam to take over his command.

			Almost twenty-five years older than Warren, “Old Put” was a short man with a stout build and “a remarkable head of white bushy hair.” He had arrived in Boston in August 1774 and stayed with Warren, and the two men had become fast friends. They could not have been more different in demeanor or appearance. A legendary and battle-tested veteran, Putnam had fought heroically for Britain against the French during the Seven Years’ War. Without being “adept either at politics or religious canting,” the gruff veteran frontiersman seemed “totally unfit for everything but fighting.” Just a day earlier the old warrior had stirred the patriots’ martial zeal, promising they would “fill hell to-morrow, so full of the redcoats, that the devils will break their shins over them.” Like Warren’s political comrades, Putnam lamented seeing the doctor so eager and willing to place himself at the center of such a deadly situation. Veteran leaders on both sides knew that the next time their forces clashed, there would be no mercy. Warren had fought the British at Lexington and Concord and in two subsequent skirmishes, and for months he had “spent part of every day in military exercises,” but he did not possess the military expertise of the other patriot officers.

			
			What Warren lacked in knowledge of battle tactics, he compensated for with sheer nerve and courage. When the king’s troops had scorned the provincials as cowards, an enraged Warren declared, “These fellows say we won’t fight: by heavens, I hope I shall die up to my knees in blood!” Believing he was more valuable leading his compatriots on the fields of action than hiding safely behind a desk and a military title, he was eager to get into the thick of action.

			Death was no stranger to Warren. He had experienced it up close over the years—first as a boy, later as a doctor and husband, and more recently at Lexington and Concord. He knew well the horror associated with battle, aware that by sunset many bodies would litter the Charlestown peninsula. According to one account, he had decided to place himself “where wounds were to be made, rather than where they were to be healed.” He armed himself with his pistols, a musket, and a sword, refusing to leave anything to chance, knowing that a long-distance shooting match could quickly turn into a vicious hand-to-hand brawl. Then, amid incessant British bombardments, he navigated his way up the grassy slope toward Breed’s Hill, where patriots had hastily constructed an earthen redoubt and lightly fortified lines earlier that morning.

			The officer in charge of the redoubt was Col. William Prescott, who had seen action both in King George’s War and in the French and Indian War. He had all the look of a stern and calculating veteran. Like Warren, he had promised to fight to the death if necessary, declaring, “I will never be taken alive. The tories [Crown sympathizers] will never have the satisfaction of seeing me hanged.” Some fifteen years older than Warren, the seasoned warrior immediately attempted to subordinate his command, as Putnam had done, but again the doctor refused. Warren assured Prescott that he was there not to interfere or tout his “unofficial” military status but to fight as a volunteer soldier against his country’s enemies. But many provincials, especially Prescott, were ready to follow any order or command issued by General Warren—not only the highest-ranking military officer on that field but also the top political and civilian figure present. Surrounded by his compatriots, this was where Warren would make his stand.

			
			To many colonists, armed rebellion remained an unspeakable option in 1775. Most delegates at the Second Continental Congress opposed such a drastic measure, preferring to petition George III in the hopes of reaching an amicable resolution. To take up arms against one’s country was high treason, punishable by death. That blistering June afternoon the sharp clap of artillery fire marked the death knell of American loyalty to Britain. The man who had spent most of his adult years saving lives now readied himself to kill as many of the king’s soldiers as he could—fellow British subjects, some of whom were his Masonic brethren, patients, business associates, and even friends.

			Now leading his patriot brothers, risking everything, a fully armed Joseph Warren stood at Breed’s Hill on the precipice of what descended into a bloody civil war and ultimately a global conflict that would last more than eight years. Not only would the clash inflict mass death, torture, disease, famine, rape, and civilian casualties, but the struggle also displaced tens of thousands of the king’s loyal subjects, and sowed the seeds of destruction for the Native-American populace, while shattering the hopes of so many African-American slaves, whose dreams of independence remained shackled in the nightmares of human bondage. By day’s end on June 17, the Bunker Hill engagement would see more savage fighting and human carnage than any other battle of the American Revolutionary War, presaging the horrors of the prisoner-of-war camps and ships where so many captured soldiers came to wish their end had indeed come on a battlefield. And as the sun set behind Boston’s Back Bay, with it forever sank the hopes of any peaceful reconciliation between the colonies and Great Britain. The war had begun.
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			CHILDHOOD HAMLET

			
				“High Waye Towards Roxburie”

			

			Joseph Warren’s rise from the son of a humble Roxbury farmer into a powerful gentleman revolutionary has remained buried beneath centuries of historical neglect. Once referred to as the “Lost Town” by many early Bay Colony settlers, Boston—a peninsula surrounded by water on three sides—had, within several decades, overcome its initial tribulations and grown into the most important town in British North America. Cotton Mather, the infamous New England Puritan minister, had at the beginning of the 1700s called Boston “the metropolis of the whole English America.”

			Settled in 1630, Warren’s hometown of Roxbury lay two miles south of Boston and housed six hundred residents across ten thousand acres. Some of the earliest accounts describe Roxbury as a “faire and handsome countrey-towne; being well watered with coole and pleasant springs issuing forth the rocky-hills.” As a young boy, Warren would have been able to see, from the top of one of its many hills and peaks, the landscape laid out before him in a sprawling vista, connecting his hometown to the bustling town of Boston. Lush gardens bounded by a harvest of fruit trees and “fruitfull fields” enhanced the town’s landscape, while rich natural resources of timber, water, and stone helped pad their coffers. The massive indigenous puddingstone conglomerate rocks were identifiable by distinctly rounded pebbles and remain, to this day, the last relicts of the vanished eighteenth-century village. Along these large and numerous pebble-stone streets stood homes, stores, meetinghouses, taverns, and inns, built from stone, lime, wood, and brick. Constables patrolled the town’s quiet streets to maintain order after the nine o’clock bells signaled inhabitants to return home. Numerous farms, gardens, orchards, and meadows lent the quaint New England town a rustic and bucolic atmosphere. Much of Boston’s ice supply came from Roxbury’s vast array of brooks, streams, ponds, and lakes, and the town’s large wooded areas also provided much material for shipbuilding, home construction, and barrel furniture making.

			
			Roxbury connected peninsular Boston to the mainland via a mile-long, forty-yard-wide isthmus called Boston Neck, which stood above numerous marshes and mud flats. In the early eighteenth century, long before Back Bay and South Boston were filled in, Boston was virtually an island, like Manhattan. The Neck, a land bridge stretching across the harbor at the town’s south end, was the only connection to the mainland. To reach Boston by foot or cart, travelers had to pass through Roxbury to cross the Neck.

			Rows of majestic elm trees lined the neck’s sides, as well as several houses and barns, including a “Wind-Mill.” During high tide and storms, the Neck was often submerged, making the passage treacherous and occasionally deadly. A narrow wooden gate, which some called the Fortification Gates, kept out undesirables and dangerous wild animals.

			The only other regular entry to Boston was from the north via the Charlestown ferry. Both points of access loomed ominously, as the Neck featured a large hangman’s gallows where many public executions had occurred over the years. West of the center of Charlestown on the road headed to the ferry, a large iron cage had been placed, which at one time held the decomposing skeleton of a slave who had poisoned his owner—reminders that the “city upon a hill” had a draconian side, rife with slavery, violence, and harsh punishments under the strict rule of law.

			
			Violence was a familiar part of New England culture. Executions had a long and vivid history in the Bay Colony—and Boston’s many newspapers published accounts of departed souls executed at the Tyburn gallows in London. Boston’s own pillories, stocks, gallows, whipping posts, and branding irons were well worn, stained by the blood and tears of thieves, murderers, Sabbath-breakers, runaway slaves, and practitioners of bestiality, whose punishments particularly animated the crowd. The punishments inflicted were excruciating, including ear cropping, branding, and being “severely pelted by the populace.” Slaves were often put to death. Often during such ghastly spectacles only the toll of church bells could drown “the screams of the culprit and the uproar of the mob.”

			Slavery in New England was less rampant than in the South and comprised only part of an economy that revolved primarily around rum, molasses, and sugar, but the slave trade was still booming. Advertisements announcing the sale of slaves appeared regularly in Massachusetts newspapers, while other notices offered the enslaved free of charge: “A likely, healthy Negro child, a week old, to be given away.” Boston in particular “was preeminent as the port of departure for slave ships,” as chattel slavery dated back to the late 1630s. Thus, it should come as no surprise that the “peculiar institution” pervaded the Warren household. The family owned two slaves, “One old Negro Man Servt and young Negro Girl.”

			Built in 1720, the Warrens’ three-story Roxbury home stood on Braintree road and was described as beautiful with “many fine fruit trees round it.” The property sprawled across acres of pastures, orchards, fields, swamplands, and salt marshes. (Used for salt hay, salt marsh acreage was deemed more valuable than that of pasturage or woodland.) It had a large wooden barn, which the family referred to as the “great barn,” and a smaller barn, a “cyder millhouse,” as well as a large well and several outhouses. Scores of apple trees stretched atop land that had a rich soil “in a very high state of cultivation.”

			
			Warren’s father, Joseph Warren, had married Mary Stevens—who, at twenty-seven, was more than fifteen years younger than her husband—in the spring of 1740 and they began their new life together in their picturesque house. They soon expanded the property by purchasing sixteen acres of land from Mary’s father, Capt. Samuel Stevens. And just over a year later, on June 11, 1741, they welcomed the first of their four sons, Joseph Warren.

			Raised on the farm, where the lessons of industry and honest labor were taught by example and preached almost as much as the Bible, the future revolutionary came from a hard-working household. His father was a town selectman (a member of the local government board) and farmer who grew Warren russet apples, one of the United States’ oldest apple varieties, dating as far back as 1649. First cultivated by Warren’s American ancestors, the namesake apples are indigenous to Roxbury. At the height of the apple harvest in October, young Warren helped gather his father’s russets, sold them at the market, and packed the rest in straw to preserve in their cellar. Later those apples were used for cooking or made into applesauce, apple butter, and barrels of hard cider, which many preferred to water due to the risk of cholera and typhoid. (Warren and his younger brothers typically drank milk and “small beer,” a beverage made with malt that had a souplike texture; it was essentially water that contained small amounts of alcohol, which made it safer to drink.) Besides apples, eggs and milk were sold at the market, as were dairy and cheese.

			Warren’s humble beginnings forced him to work long, hard hours of intense manual labor. As a boy, he assisted his father with farm chores. Given the frigid New England temperatures, Warren would have been tasked with keeping firewood stockpiled for the house. He also passed many days hunting in the woods and fishing in the 120-acre pond near his home. The port of Boston was another spot where Warren could catch a variety of fish, oysters, clams, turtles, and other delicacies.

			
			Within the densely wooded areas of Roxbury, Warren went after small game like rabbits and birds and preserved his catches by salting, smoking, and drying them; if the hunting went poorly, the various animals on the farm could provide extra sustenance. Butchering usually commenced in late fall, when the cold weather would prevent the large quantities of meat from rotting. Much work was involved in the killing of a large animal, since every part served a purpose—from pigs, for example, the family obtained sausage, lard for piecrusts, and headcheese. Chickens and turkeys were immediately roasted or made into pies.

			In the warmer months, the Warrens kept a large garden where they grew a variety of vegetables and herbs, some for medicinal purposes. What they could not grow was available for purchase at locales like the “Sign of the Wheat-Sheaff” in Boston, where John Townley sold everything from “Dutch lettice” and “speckled dwarf French beans” to “white mustard” and “purple broccoli.” Spices were expensive and therefore usually tucked away under lock and key. The Warrens did most cooking in pots, kettles, and skillets over the large open fireplace in the kitchen, which helped keep the house warm during the unforgiving winter. When the chill was extreme, Warren and his family would have slept together in close quarters since all fireplaces were usually extinguished at bedtime to prevent house fires and conserve firewood.

			In towns outside Boston like Roxbury, industrious farmers like Warren’s father sold their goods at the markets held every Thursday. Citizens of Boston would occasionally rush to the Neck at sunrise to buy the freshest products at the best prices directly from the farmers. More often, Warren and his father would have crossed the Neck and traveled the Old Boston Post Road, passing the whipping posts and stocks into the town center, where farmers converged to barter and sell their products in the cash-strapped economy, battling competition from “hucksters.” Not only farmers but numerous shops, warehouses, and private houses persisted in buying, selling, and trading goods even during extreme weather. During the snowy winters, farmers used sleds to transport their wares. For many families like the Warrens, income from the market was a necessity.

			
			Years after Warren’s death, the rabid Tory Peter Oliver condescendingly recollected that Warren as a child had been a “bare legged milk boy to furnish the Boston market.” The barb, aimed at the family’s lesser economic status, also suggested the family could not afford to clothe him properly. But although far from Boston’s wealthiest man, the patriarch of the Warren household never had to worry about the constable coming to haul him off “to his majesty’s gaol in Boston” for failing to pay his debts. A proud, God-fearing farmer, Warren senior would likely have been categorized as part of the “middling sort”: farmers, laborers, and artisans who enjoyed a station in life above the lower rungs of society, but far below men of high standing possessed of real wealth and power.

			Still, Joseph Warren was schooled to adapt, survive, and thrive outside the classroom prior to his formal education. Learning to work these markets with his father shaped his character, instilling in him skills that would ultimately prove valuable to the rebellion.

			Joseph and his family made occasional trips to what is now Foxborough, Massachusetts, to visit his mother’s relatives. Closer to home, Warren would often venture into the busy port of Boston, where he commenced his lifelong love affair with the seaside town. There in the harbor with “every ship, sloop, schooner, and brigantine” huddled together among the wharfs, shipyards, distilleries, brothels, taverns, and warehouses, the curious boy would explore the shipping center. With no sidewalks, Boston’s winding, narrow streets were crowded with horses and other beasts of burden, carts, coaches, chaises, and carriages.

			Boston was more cosmopolitan than most of its surrounding New England towns. Up and down the labyrinthine thoroughfares, Warren and his father would have been greeted by rows of colorful wooden trade signs and the acrid scents of the day’s catch, as well as fermenting ales and breads, wafting along the salt air. In scores of taverns huddled beneath Boston’s spires, one could find solace in both spirits and spiritualism. The thick smells of wood-burning fires, tobacco smoked in clay pipes, and ripe New England soil drenched this town by the sea in an amalgam of indigenous odors.

			
			In addition to the occasional processions and military musters that took place in Boston, days of prayer and fasting were held—fundamental parts of the town’s evolving culture. Bells tolled and cannons fired when Bostonians rejoiced in monarchical celebrations, and violent processions such as Pope’s Day (or Guy Fawkes Day, as it was called in England) wreaked havoc every November 5. With a population upward of fifteen thousand, the commercial town gave young Warren firsthand exposure to the day’s various social, political, and economic happenings.

			On the way home from the bustling seaport, the Warrens would traverse the meandering lanes of Marlborough and Orange Streets on the “High Waye Towards Roxburie.” The dark roads and alleys of Boston were illuminated by torches that blazed along the wharves, offering ships a welcome beacon as they approached from the sea, along with the occasional displays of “bonfires, squibs, [and] rockets” that sometimes lit the town’s roads and alleys. Though felled trees, heavy snow, and inclement weather could seriously damage the travel routes, the roads in Roxbury were well maintained as repairs were often paid by a town-imposed tax, or a public lottery like the one the town held in 1759 to raise funds “for paving the Publick High-Way from Boston line to the foot of the Meeting-House Hill in Roxbury,” where in 1740 an enormous bear had been killed. At night, when Joseph returned to the farm, the Warrens’ quaint home was cast aglow by a roaring fire, tallow and beeswax candles, lamps fueled by “Refin’d Sperma Ceti” oil, and perhaps even an inexpensive and primitive “rush light” derived from the rush stalks from nearby ponds and lakes.

			Young Joseph Warren saw much on the bustling streets of Boston, but he also had learning opportunities back home. In Roxbury, the popular Grey Hound Tavern on Washington Street served as the community’s social hub. Although towns similar in size to Roxbury had more than one tavern, Roxbury natives patronized the Grey Hound to discuss politics and current events, gossip, eat, drink, and shop. The owner, John Greaton, sold writing paper, tobacco, and newspapers to tavern patrons. In an area in the rear of the structure, near the necessary house, patrons could have engaged in dogfights, cockfights, boxing bouts, and wrestling matches. Visitors could join in the revelry of dancing, music, and gambling or play card and board games. The Grey Hound—and taverns in general—also hosted lectures, club meetings, subscription balls, art exhibits, slave and estate auctions, and even the sale of lottery tickets. Every Thursday in May 1764, Mr. Greaton’s tavern was where the “constables and collectors of Taxes for the County of Suffolk…receive the Money due to the county.” The tavern had even exhibited a catamount in 1741.

			
			If all of that failed to entice a passerby, the Grey Hound was “a favorite resort for sleighing parties in the winter where good cheer was afforded for man and beast,” since taverns also served as beacons for weary travelers in search of lodging and provided stables to accommodate horses. By the mid-eighteenth century, taverns like the Grey Hound had become important sociopolitical centers of discourse and learning. In Boston, when courts were in session or when other local events transpired, an amalgam of social classes converged in the taverns. Taverns offered basic mail services and books and pamphlets to read, and people could post advertisements and notices on its walls announcing upcoming sales, rewards for lost or stolen items—including runaway slaves, servants, and animals—and general news and events. In the fall of 1756, “a small trotting horse” had “strayed from Mrs. Warren’s pasture,” and Mary Warren posted a three-dollar reward for its safe return.

			In addition to the meetinghouses, these community hubs regularly exposed Warren to the political events of the day. More importantly, he came to see how crucial taverns were as gathering places where events could be organized for people from all walks of life. Ultimately, Warren helped transform many New England taverns into the nerve centers for rebellion and revolutionary activity.

			
			One issue that was on the lips of taverngoers during Warren’s youth was New England’s changing economic conditions. As a boy, Warren would have witnessed how politics and government could personally strike at family. The economic strife afflicting Massachusetts contributed to the bitter political rivalries that eventually led to the patriot revolt. The chronic shortage of specie made debt an increasing problem for many cash-strapped farmers and artisans, who sank under the weight of an elite merchant class. In the late 1730s, a group of men had sought to revive the economy by creating a Land Bank, to issue paper money backed by land instead of scarce coin. The Land Bank garnered much support but was opposed by the powerful and wealthy, who sought to continue their own dominance over the economy. Among the opponents were many merchants as well as Massachusetts royal governor Jonathon Belcher, who reached out to Parliament for assistance in dissolving the Land Bank “scheme,” “conspiracy,” and “dangerous affair.” Sworn affidavits claimed that upward of twenty thousand men from the country were planning to join more than one thousand men in Boston in an uprising against merchants. (The scenario would ultimately play out years later, on April 19, 1775, but against the king’s troops.) In response, arrest warrants were issued against several men “concerned in a design and combination with a number of evil-minded persons to come into the town of Boston in a tumultuous manner, tending to the disturbance and disquiet of the Government and affright and terror of His Majesty’s good subjects, and against the King’s peace and dignity.”

			The governor issued a proclamation warning government-appointed officials, justices of the peace, members of the House, and militia leaders “not to sign or give encouragement to passing of said notes” and promised to dismiss anyone who disobeyed. One of the first to resign his Crown-appointed commission, in November 1740, was a principal founder of the Land Bank—Samuel Adams’s father, Deacon Adams. While hundreds of men and their respective families became mired in Land Bank debt, having to pay off their devalued notes, two of those most afflicted were the Deacon and Dr. Samuel Stevens, Mary Warren’s father. In order to pay off the Land Bank debt he had incurred, Stevens was forced to sell “several rights of land in Winchester, and in several other towns,” in addition to “several yoke of oxen…a number of cows and heifers, and five or six horses.” For the distressed Stevens, the controversy would rage for decades, taking a toll on his finances and his family. Hounded by numerous suits, he and other Land Bank partners, debtors, and sheriffs saw the consequences pass down to some of their children.

			
			While Mary Warren likely never became directly involved in the suits, the Land Bank controversy struck a personal chord within the Warren family. Given the magnitude and residual issues of the problem, many came to harbor bitter resentment against Parliament’s intervention, which had sealed the Land Bank’s fate. Mary’s father, Samuel Stevens, was no exception. For more than twenty years, his numerous pleas for help to the court underscored his desperation and disgust: “Petition of Samuel Stevens…complaining of the cruel exactions made upon him for the Land-Bank notes, by which he is in danger of being utterly ruined, and praying for relief.” The controversy had such long, deleterious effects on Warren’s kinfolk that young Joseph, like Samuel Adams and many others, came to question Parliament’s long reach into the colonists’ local affairs and pockets. The class lines being drawn were mirrored by a surging political divisiveness. The rifts that would eventually rend Britain’s overseas empire started to form deep within New England’s bedrock—in particular, in Warren’s backyard.

			Beyond the Land Bank dispute, Warren and his family were no strangers to fights against oppression and discord. Several generations earlier, in the late seventeenth century, Warren’s great-grandfather, Robert Calef, a merchant and clothier, had taken an unpopular stand against the witch hysteria plaguing Salem, ultimately publishing a book, More Wonders of the Invisible World. Since the religious Mather family was so powerful in Massachusetts, no publisher would dare print Calef’s “heresy,” forcing him to seek publication in England. But Calef’s work helped stymie Cotton Mather’s attempts to launch a sequel to the barbaric Salem witch hunts in Boston. Reverend Mather was so incensed with Calef that he spearheaded efforts to have him arrested: Increase Mather—Harvard’s president and Cotton’s father—was so enraged that he burned a copy of Calef’s book in the college yard. That Calef had taken on one of the colony’s most influential families was a testament to Joseph Warren’s courage and moral principles—traits that Mary Warren helped instill in her firstborn son.

			
			Warren’s father, the pious, well-respected selectman and industrious farmer, insisted his four sons—he had no daughters—receive the best possible education in political thought, literature, and religious fervor. All were afforded the opportunity to attend school. Joseph probably learned to play the fiddle or violin, as was the custom for many young men during the colonial period; cultural refinement in music and dancing was second only to religious instruction.

			The senior Warren had “studied the scriptures with great zeal, and impressed upon his children a deep love and veneration for the Bible.” For close to two decades, he served as precinct treasurer of the First Church in Roxbury, and in 1736 he was part of the church committee that formulated a proposal to build a new meetinghouse. Upon completion of the new church in the summer of 1741, just after the birth of his son Joseph, he purchased one of the more expensive pews for just over thirty pounds and within close proximity to the more costly pew just acquired by his new father-in-law, Capt. Samuel Stevens.

			Meanwhile, outside church walls and pews, an intense religious revival, the First Great Awakening, was raging along the eastern seaboard. In the 1730s and ’40s, preachers like Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield scorched the environs of Boston with their fire and brimstone sermonizing. Edwards, influenced by the writings of the Enlightenment philosopher John Locke, modified the principles of Calvinist doctrine, which claimed that God predestined the salvation of people regardless of their actions in life. Whitefield stressed the need for personal piety against the rationalism that he believed had corrupted Congregationalism in New England. With a view of God less austere, he preached about an individual’s direct relationship to God and thereby instilled a new sense of hope in his audiences.

			
			This evangelical revivalism helped restructure the institutional hierarchy of Calvinist denominations. Thousands flocked to hear these charismatic messengers of God preach from outdoor pulpits, where class structure and expensive pews were absent. These skilled orators evoked impassioned responses from their spiritually hungry audiences, creating a more personal religious experience for many worshippers. Since religion was the central cultural force of the time, such intense emotional notions helped test the limits of imperial authority and became ingrained within an inherently insurgent New England civilization, contributing significantly to the political and social reforms that took place in the 1760s and ’70s.

			The print culture in the colonies was expanding broadly, so during the Great Awakening, writings and sermons from itinerant preachers, such as Edwards’s A Faithful Narrative, were published, as well as numerous works from the colonial clergy, helping to shape public discourse. Some of Boston’s church elders became not only powerful spiritual leaders but also influential patriots. Joseph Warren’s future pastor, Dr. Samuel Cooper, would become a strong advocate and supporter of the Whig agenda. In 1740, Whitefield had preached to thousands of New Englanders at Reverend William Cooper’s Congregationalist church. (Samuel Cooper succeded his father’s pulpit in 1746.) Following the American Revolution, one Tory pejoratively referred to some of Boston’s clergymen as the “black regiment” because of their radical patriot leanings.

			The patriarch of the Warren household was by all accounts an extremely pious man, even by strict Puritan standards. Some of the volumes in his library included Philip Doddridge’s Rise and Progress of Religion in the Soul of Man and Samuel Willard’s Body of Divinity, two particularly religious books, as well as “other good divinity books.” Over the years, he had accumulated an extensive collection, even spending upward of ten pounds on Latin books for his eldest son Joseph. Books in colonial America were also an expression of one’s financial and intellectual wealth—the larger the library, the greater the social standing within the community. In the evening, Joseph Warren would often sit and listen to his father recite the word of God, inheriting the “Old Puritan hatred of injustice in any form.” Mary Warren’s family also adhered to “the diligent study of the scriptures,” which “were rigidly practiced and enforced.” Warren’s devotion to the scriptures stayed with him throughout his brief life, as he was “said to have possessed a knowledge of their contents that was unsurpassed.” Both his parents’ “principles were Calvinistic,” and Joseph Warren inculcated in him a “strong hatred of oppression.”

			
			Warren’s father’s influence extended past Bible study. According to one Warren descendant and family biographer, the father—he was about forty-five when his son was born—once told Joseph, “I would rather a son of mine dead than a coward,” a statement that might have influenced him to fight at Bunker Hill. Warren was said to have “told a younger brother that the recollection of that conversation, particularly the last sentiment in it expressed by his long departed father, thrilled in his memory and incited him to action.” Over the years, Warren never strayed far from his humble roots; nor did he ever forget the valuable lessons he learned from his father. Although he would become one of Boston’s elite sons, he would never become an elitist.
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