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Prologue

March 1770

Bending over the sheet of copper in his Boston workshop, Paul Revere wielded the sharp burin and thought about how the town had been buzzing over the past three weeks with rumors, stories, and contradictory accounts. Revere was a man who kept an ear to the ground, especially when it came to politics. He was a longtime member of the “Sons of Liberty,” an informal network of men opposed to the Massachusetts governor. Revere had heard a great deal about the killings in King Street. Five Bostonians were dead; eight British soldiers were in the town jail. Now he wanted to say something about it.

By his side lay young Henry Pelham’s vivid sketch of the shootings. It was good, and Revere was happy to copy it closely, but not slavishly. He would have to engrave a mirror image of Pelham’s sketch in order for his own print to come out properly. Beyond the technical challenge, however, Revere wanted to heighten some points and make his engraving tell an even clearer story. He understood the political implications of this shooting; it was time to explain them to a bigger audience.


He kept Pelham’s neat line of soldiers and their officer with his sword, giving the signal to attack. The crowd of unfortunate but neatly dressed Bostonians was well drawn, as were the three men sprawled on the ground. Even the little dog was perfectly placed, though challenging to engrave.
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Henry Pelham created the drawing on which both his engraving and Revere’s less subtle one are based. Pelham chose Psalm 94, “A Prayer for Vengeance,” as his text below the image.




 


He would make one clear addition. The story needed a strong title; other changes could be subtler. In the meantime, what else should he do to tell the right story? Perhaps assign the name “Butcher’s Hall” to the Custom House? Was that too much? Certainly it was no more extreme than William Hogarth’s recent title “Gin Lane,” applied to his moralizing print of disintegrating buildings and a drunken, syphilitic mother, highlighting the evils of alcohol.
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Hogarth’s “Gin Lane,” a scathing political commentary, was a model for Revere’s own engraving.




 


Revere would leave that sign on the Custom House building, and his viewers would understand that, while the bloodthirsty soldiers pulled the trigger, the tax-collecting customs officials were ultimately responsible for the violence and the deaths. “Butcher’s Hall” would make it quite clear that if the imperial administration back in London had simply allowed the colonies to contribute money to the empire’s upkeep exactly as they had done before, this disaster would never have happened. Soldiers and politicians, not civilians, were at fault for this shooting.

Revere liked how Pelham’s picture drew the eye to the center of the conflict; he wanted to keep viewers’ attention on the people in the town square. The lightly sketched buildings, with smoke curling from their chimneys, indicated location without detracting from that focus. The image of warm homes was appealing, a contrast to the inches of snow still covering the ground in raw weather. He also retained the steeples of the nearby churches; it never hurt to point out that Boston was a town of God-fearing churchgoers.

He would, however, highlight that single woman in the crowd. Her presence would make it clear that the locals were not hooligans, but respectable citizens. Unlike the men around her, she would not look at the soldiers. There was no need to suggest that she might well have known them, rented a spare room to some, or that she might have flirted or slept with or even married one. He knew that part of the story, as did everyone in Boston. Nonetheless, it was not going to appear in this picture.

To tighten the visual focus, he would get rid of the two men fleeing in the background. No need to spend effort improving on the individualized faces of the soldiers. But that soldier at the end: he could lean forward into the crowd even more aggressively with his bayonet. And Pelham had not made it easy to count how many soldiers were involved; Revere could separate the two that had been half-hidden by smoke in order to prove that seven privates had fired on the crowd.

Gun smoke. A thick white line in the center of the picture divided the row of disciplined soldiers in red from the crowd of terrified civilians they were slaughtering. It marked the split between inhabitants on one side and soldiers on the other. Only a bayonet pierced the barrier between them. That wall of smoke could be used to clarify rather than obscure. It was the perfect dividing line.

Nothing left but to refine the title. Pelham’s was far too long: “THE FRUITS OF ARBITRARY POWER, OR THE BLOODY MASSACRE: PERPETRATED IN KING STREET BOSTON ON MARCH 5, 1770 IN WHICH MESSRS SAML GRAY, SAML MAVERICK, JAMES CALDWELL, CRISPUS ATTUCKS, PATRICK CARR WERE KILLED SIX OTHERS WOUNDED TWO OF THEM MORTALLY.” The death of civilians in a public square at the hands of the British government’s soldiers was undoubtedly the result of unchecked political power—but it would be far more effective not to bury the lede. Revere retitled the engraving “THE BLOODY MASSACRE: Perpetrated in King Street, Boston on March 5, 1770 by a party of the 29th Regt.” Now the title emphasized the gore, the central square, and, most of all, the guilty. Now it told exactly the story Revere wanted, the narrative of the Boston Massacre that would endure for centuries.

Two hundred and fifty years later, it can be hard to look beyond this iconic picture and its interpretation of the event. Yet its complete opposite—the image created in words by the young lawyer and future president John Adams as he defended the soldiers in court—also has its appeal. Adams’s brilliant reversal of the message of Revere’s print painted the townspeople as the aggressors and the soldiers as the innocent victims. In the end, however, there is no real difference between the stories Revere and Adams told. Both narrators focus on the conflict in the public square, both make the gunshots the center of the story, and both put the two parties, the soldiers and the civilians, on opposite sides.

But another story lies beyond Revere’s picture and Adams’s words. This forgotten world has been hidden in plain sight since the event. To enter it, we simply need to take seriously the humanity and complexity of Boston’s denizens. Those who wore uniforms were not themselves uniform; soldiers were not bloodthirsty devils stuffed into red coats but rather a mix of hopeful bachelors, family men, scoundrels, and (in at least one case) an aspiring playwright. Some soldiers came to Boston with their families; others made new families when they arrived. For their part, not all Bostonians were steadfast opponents of British power. In 1770, they were not sorted into tidy factions of loyalist and patriot; they did not yet conceive of those terms as necessarily distinct, nor diametrically opposed. They were all Britons, although they did not all agree on the best way for Britain to rule.

For almost four years, these people lived together on a peninsula hardly bigger than a square mile. Along the streets of Boston, soldiers, their families, and local inhabitants met and mingled. In public thoroughfares and unpaved lanes, the people we now think of as foes on two different sides were actually entangled in a web of social and spatial relationships that would color their lives, the event that came to be known as the Boston Massacre, and the nature of the American Revolution itself. This is their story.


1


  Families of Empire, 1765


June 7, 1765. A young Irishwoman made her way through the crowded streets of Cork to the harbor. Following the red coat of her husband to the dock, Jane Chambers approached a man in uniform and gave him her name. To her relief, he let her pass. The name of her husband, Matthew, had also been checked off the list, but the uniformed man did not bother to note the name of the couple’s child. At last, after weeks of waiting, Jane and Matthew Chambers, along with their child, boarded the HMS Thunderer, where they joined Matthew’s mates in the British army’s Twenty-Ninth Regiment of Foot. Three days later they set sail for America.

It may seem strange to begin an account of the Boston Massacre with a woman in Ireland, yet she and women like her are the threads that tie together the range of people and the complexity of the forces that led to that dramatic moment. The complete story of the death of Bostonians at the hands of British troops is more than the political upheaval that followed the shooting. It is also the story of personal connections between men and women, civilians and soldiers. Over time, the women and children associated with the eighteenth-century British army have been forgotten. In the American imagination, most of the men too have been reduced to anonymous “troops” rather than considered as individuals.

Jane Chambers was not and is not famous. Her early life is lost to historians. We know neither when she was born nor in what year she married. Could she read or write? Was Matthew Chambers her first love? Had she ever dreamed of a life beyond Ireland? The sources are silent on these questions. But other parts of her life, including the choices she made, the family she created, and the voyages she took, have left traces. The everyday life of an ordinary woman would become part of an extraordinary moment.

The faint path of Jane’s life events merged with the far better documented path of the army regiment with which she traveled, from Ireland to Canada to Boston, and beyond. This was the same regiment whose soldiers in 1770 would live with civilians in Boston, marry civilians in Boston, and finally shoot civilians in Boston. Jane’s attempt to keep her Irish family together collided with British imperial politics in ways that few understood at the time and that no one in 1770 acknowledged. When she traveled with her husband’s regiment, Jane would become an unwitting teacher to Bostonians, helping them understand exactly what it meant to be a member of the British imperial family.

As the wife of a soldier, Jane, like tens of thousands of other women, became a part of the British army. Where they went, she went too. In this way, the eighteenth-century British army was quite unlike a present-day fighting force. Early modern armies were family institutions, comprising women and children as well as men.

A watercolor dating from the end of Matthew Chambers’s time in the army shows how army and family life were then one and the same. As far as the eye can see, a long line of red-coated soldiers marches through an empty landscape. In the foreground, with a splash of blue to mark her off from the reds and browns elsewhere, trudges a woman. She carries a baby in one arm and grasps an older child by the hand. Her husband carries a third child piggyback while leading a horse, on which a second woman sits, talking earnestly with the soldier at her side. The march looks long and slow. The woman in front hikes up her skirt to free her legs for walking, while the young boy whose hand she holds is burdened, like his father, with a large backpack. The older members of the family—mother, father, and son—all wear red coats like the hundreds of men ahead of them. Even as they stumble along behind the train of soldiers, they are part of the regiment, in appearance and in fact.

I imagine Jane’s life resembled that of the blue-skirted woman. She too followed a regiment. Like her husband and other soldiers, she went where she was sent, not where she chose. Lugging a child in her arms, close by her husband, she was not a casual visitor to the world of the British military but a member of it.

Women like Jane who accompanied the army were—and still are—often dismissed as prostitutes or parasites. Their usual label is “camp followers,” an undeservedly derisive term. But Jane and thousands of women like her tell a different story. Jane did more than accompany the army as part of a family unit; she was a genuine part of the army itself. As a rule, women did not fight in the eighteenth-century British army, but they performed vital support work for which they were often paid, housed, and transported by the War Office. Still more women who accompanied the army were married to soldiers but were not officially recognized by the War Office. The eighteenth-century British army was full of married men and women.

It is not easy to adjust our vision of these soldiers: not all were roaming bachelors, and many were family men. Yet many elites of their era despised them; high-ranking officers had little respect for enlisted men. A handbook written in 1761 by one officer-turned-colonial-governor characterized military recruits as the “scum of every county, the refuse of mankind.” He vividly, if inaccurately, described these men as criminals who were “loaded with vice, villainy, and chains.” Although very few of the men in the British army were in fact felons, this characterization was pervasive.

But just as women like Jane Chambers were not slovenly prostitutes, men like her husband, Matthew, were not “scum.” The army offered an opportunity, and like many other young men, Matthew seized it. Born in County Down, some ten miles from Belfast, he had trained there as a tailor until he was nineteen. But in 1759, as recruitment intensified during the Seven Years’ War, which Britain fought in North America, Europe, and India, Matthew, along with many other artisans and farmers, joined the army. The recruitment bonus might have persuaded him to join up, or perhaps it was the promise of steady employment, or even the possibility of a pension. It was unlikely that pure desperation made him do it. One Irish estate manager at the time bemoaned the difficulty of finding men to enlist, noting that “people are so full of bread, at present, that they care neither to work, nor be under any command of any kind.” Army rations were certainly not a sufficient inducement.

Apart from the promise of a recruitment bonus or steady employment, there might have been an additional reason for Matthew to join the army. Putting on a red coat was one way for a young man to improve his chances at marriage. Tailors without regular work may not have seemed like much of a catch; soldiers, on the other hand, drew the attention of young women. As another recruit from County Down boasted only a few years later, “Soldiers in most quarters can without difficulty find wives; . . . in the north of Ireland, wherever the regiment was stationed, young women appeared to have a predilection for our men.” And so it was for Matthew Chambers, who found a wife in his early twenties, within five or six years of joining the army. Ordinary men and women in the eighteenth century married for many reasons: for affection, for stability, for someone to share the labor, and for social standing. As a married man, Matthew would be entitled to more respect than he would receive as a bachelor, both at home and in the community. Soldiers in particular gained status from becoming a head of family, even if, as members of traveling garrisons, they rarely had an independent household to rule.

It was not necessarily simple, however, for Matthew to combine his marriage and his military career. The same military experts who sneered at enlisted men also discouraged them from marrying. Military handbooks suggested that noncommissioned officers and privates who wished to marry should obtain the permission of their commanding officer in advance. This measure was necessary, one former officer warned, because women who married private soldiers were a bad influence on the regiment: they were “in general so abandoned, as frequently to occasion quarrels, drunkenness, diseases, and desertions; they involve their husbands in debt; and too often are the ruin and destruction of a soldier.” If a soldier insisted on marrying even after his commanding officer had refused permission, “he deserves a punishment, for his folly and disobedience.”

In fact, officers may have had little hope that they could control the social lives of most privates. Despite the advice in officers’ handbooks, there is scant evidence that any soldier in Ireland sought the advice of his sergeant before marrying, nor left his intended at the altar because of a superior’s disapproval. Soldiers married when and whom they pleased, especially during peacetime, when there were no new deployments to expose the conflict between a soldier’s family life and the army’s penny-pinching budget.

In theory, even if a couple managed to get married, they did not have much opportunity to build a life away from the barracks. Advice manuals for officers recommended that “officers should frequently enquire into the married Soldier’s manner of living.” If the woman could not earn as much as the man’s army pay, he had to continue to eat at the army mess with his mates; his wife clearly could not be trusted to put food on the table. Only soldiers who married “industrious sober women” would be permitted the “indulgence” of eating with their wives.

Pundits and former officers complained that married men, and especially their wives and children, were a drag on the army. During the Seven Years’ War, General James Wolfe, leading troops in Canada, grumbled that “the service suffers by the multitude of women already in the regiment.” From the perspective of these officers, women and children were expensive, slow, and unprofessional.

Officers especially objected to traveling with women. Women and children often ended up in the “baggage train” at the back of the army. Most of all, when women accompanied armies on the march, questions of money quickly arose. Who would pay for their transportation? Their rations? Would they receive wages for their work?

At the same time, despite their complaints and concerns about money, British army officials were willing to resign themselves to the presence of a few women in each regiment. Those had to be tolerated, as a British major general explained in 1755, because they were “necessary to Wash & mend.” Even the former officer who contemplated punishing men who had married without permission was inclined to admit that “honest, laborious Women are rather useful in a Company.” Although they tended to think of women as distractions, likely to spread venereal disease to soldiers or get them drunk, officers could occasionally appreciate the labor that women might contribute to the army. The army was even prepared to pay for it, up to a point.

It is easy for modern readers to adopt the attitudes of these aristocratic essayists. Under the influence of their writings, women like Jane Chambers have been denigrated for centuries. But when we understand soldiers’ wives as a necessary component of the British army, rather than the disreputable inconvenience that officers’ manuals implied, the army begins to look quite different. It becomes, in effect, a social world of families, friends, and children.

When Matthew enlisted in the army in 1759, there was no question of an overseas deployment. Desperate to find men that year, the military had promised that recruits would serve only a three-year term and not have to leave Ireland. Instead, these new soldiers were to guard the country against an anticipated French invasion, which never came.

Between the threat of the French invasion and the demands of the worldwide Seven Years’ War, recruiters were everywhere in northern Ireland in 1759. Matthew might have had his choice of regiments: that summer, some half dozen recruiting officers were scouting for new soldiers. He chose the Twenty-Ninth, a British regiment that had been stationed in Ireland for the past nine years. In previous eighteenth-century wars, the Twenty-Ninth Regiment had seen action in Gibraltar, the West Indies, and Canada. But when it returned to Ireland in 1750, it stayed put throughout the Seven Years’ War, even while the rest of the British army—which grew during the war from 35,000 men to 100,000—crisscrossed the globe. Meanwhile, the Twenty-Ninth moved every year, but only around Ireland, from Kilkenny in the east one year, to Galway in the west the next. One year Matthew was stationed near his hometown in northern Ireland; the next year he was sent south to Dublin and then farther south still, to Cork. Soldiers had little to do besides putting down an occasional riot or an agrarian protest movement.

Life in the army was not unlike life outside the army during those years, for both men and women. Matthew likely continued to work as a tailor, since “the custom of the Army has established it part of the Duty of a Soldier, who is a Taylor, to work for his Brother-Soldiers.” The red coats and other regimental clothing always needed alterations, and in theory tailors were to be paid a “reasonable” fixed price for their work and enjoy exemption from other army work while they were sewing uniforms. As for Jane, once she married Matthew, she too could find paid work. Army women, as we have seen, washed and mended clothes, an essential task, since privates were issued only one uniform each year (which they had to buy out of their own wages). All clothing was made by hand at the time; even officers had limited wardrobes. Army women also acted as nurses for the wounded, and sometimes as cooks. And they cleaned. They cleaned stockings and belts to a snowy white. They cleaned sickbeds and berths with vinegar and smoke. They cleaned ashes to make soap so they could begin the cycle of washing again. In 1756, one army recruiter pleaded, “If we could be allowed a certain Number of Women it wou’d Contribute greatly towards keeping the Men Clean.” Cleaning up after the army was no easy job for a woman, even if it did allow her to stay with her husband.

The Twenty-Ninth Regiment was not fated to remain quietly in Ireland, however. During the Seven Years’ War, Ireland had acted as a holding pen for trained soldiers who could be transferred to new regiments in order to bulk up depleted forces. But once the war ended, army officials began to move whole regiments from Ireland and send them throughout the Atlantic world. Within two years of peace, the Chambers family was swept up in a game of military musical chairs that would soon bring them to Massachusetts.

 

The Treaty of Paris, ratified by Great Britain, France, and Spain in 1763, completely shifted the political map of North America. France gave up all claims to land east of the Mississippi River, to six islands in the West Indies, and to mainland Canada. This enormously expanded empire would require careful oversight, starting with a British military presence. The government needed troops to control its new territory in Canada, but most of the regiments that had seen active duty there during the war were due to be replaced.

And so, in 1764 the British secretary at war put together a careful plan for rotating regiments around the British Empire. He imagined that, every two years, a regiment would be “relieved” and sent home. That year, four regiments left Ireland to go to the West Indies, while three regiments from the West Indies were sent home. For North America, the goal was to replace five of the fifteen regiments left on the continent in 1765, another five the following year, and three more in 1768.

The British had experimented with the idea of troop rotation before, in order to fight one of the most dangerous enemies of all: boredom. In 1741, the House of Lords discovered, with a certain embarrassment, that the government had left several regiments on the Mediterranean island of Minorca—which was little more than a stone fortress—for more than a quarter of a century. Those who could leave did: fourteen of the nineteen officers who were supposed to be on the island were absent. Privates, who had a much harder time escaping from unpleasant postings, were driven to desperate measures. The commanding officer admitted to the House of Lords in that year that “there have been a good many Instances of Soldiers upon that Island shooting off their Hands, and some of them shooting off their Feet, and some shooting themselves thro’ the Head, of those that have been the longest there.” Troops stationed anywhere, even on sun-drenched islands in the Mediterranean, lost their will to live after too much time in isolation.

By the end of the Seven Years’ War, in 1763, the British were determined to be more mindful of how the country deployed troops in peacetime. Compared to Minorca, Canada seemed less likely to drive soldiers to suicide, but nonetheless few were eager to go. Rumors that Irish regiments, including the Twenty-Ninth, were to be sent there began swirling in the winter of 1765. On the last day of February 1765, Thomas Waite, the Irish undersecretary, dashed off a frantic note to his superior, Robert Wilmot: “Dear Sir . . . I find by a letter . . . that three Regiments are immediately to be sent from here to America . . . I assure you that this new Measure will alarm and frighten and give vast Discontent. Is there no possibility of putting a stop to it?” Canada’s cold climate was a byword in the Twenty-Ninth. The regiment had last been in Canada twenty years earlier, fighting the French and their Native allies during King George’s War, and the winter of 1747 had been particularly grim. Troops in Nova Scotia were “froze to death,” and sixteen-foot drifts of snow buried soldiers inside their guardrooms. It was not a happy memory.

The real problem that made soldiers hesitate to leave Ireland, however, was not the Canadian weather. It was personal. Privates who had joined the Twenty-Ninth Regiment after its return from abroad in 1750, and whose families were in Ireland, keenly felt how distant Canada was from their homes and loved ones. Especially for those who were illiterate and unable to write to their families once they left, America might as well be the moon. Matthew Chambers, for one, never learned to sign his name.

Even for officers, an overseas deployment could wrench families apart. Thomas Waite had not been mistaken about the “vast Discontent” that would sweep over the Irish regiments once they heard a trip to North America was on the horizon. In the spring of 1765, the Crown’s representative in Ireland (known as the Lord Lieutenant) was disgusted by the hordes of officers trying to resign their commissions when they learned they would be sent overseas. He wrote angrily to his undersecretary, ordering him to stanch the flow. The undersecretary responded with the story of an officer who had attempted to resign. When confronted with the Lord Lieutenant’s refusal to accept his resignation, the officer claimed that he had made it “at the Request of his Wife, & but for her would never have made it at all.”

Most men did accept their fate, but the personal costs for them and their families were high. A surgeon’s wife named Isabella Graham willingly accompanied her husband to Canada when he was sent there with his regiment in the late 1760s. Graham left her infant son at home with her mother when she left, and her voyage to America left her feeling torn. She wrote to her parents as soon as she landed in Canada: “I had left behind all that was dear to me except one dear friend—that one was constantly with me— . . . but though I love my husband even to extravagance, yet my dear friends whom I left behind have a large share of my heart.” To her great sorrow, Graham never again saw either her mother or her son.

And yet Isabella Graham was one of the lucky ones, in one respect. As the wife of an officer, she knew she would always be allowed to accompany her husband. The wives of noncommissioned officers and privates had no such assurances. The British government was reluctant to pay for the travel and sustenance of more women than were thought absolutely necessary for the maintenance of the troops. As a rule of thumb, the army administration decided that each regiment of roughly six hundred men required about sixty women to clean, nurse, and do laundry. That calculation meant that only one man in ten could bring along his wife. What would happen to the families of soldiers who had been in Ireland for most of their lives was of no concern to the royal administration in London. Most historians have never wondered about those women and children either. But their story is key to understanding the British military and its impact on Britain’s colonies.

Not every administrator ignored the hundreds of families under his own nose. Lieutenant General Robert Rich, for example, kept a close eye on the embarkations, and worried about the fate of the families who were left behind. His concern was practical rather than sentimental. When rumors that the Twenty-Ninth Regiment might be sent overseas began to circulate in 1765, Rich was both the governor of Londonderry and Castle and the president of the board of overseers for a new charity school in Dublin. In February 1765, the charity school governors claimed that in Dublin alone there were “above four hundred boys, all orphans, or destitute children of soldiers.” When the board met with Rich in April 1765, they decided that there were so many children in need of poor relief that they would have to begin to support daughters as well as sons of soldiers as soon as they could find the funds to do so. Even as they were considering the hundreds of children whom they were already trying to support, the overseers were well attuned to the movement of troops out of Ireland. They knew that the numbers of needy children could swell even more once three regiments were sent to Canada. Rich resolved to make a personal appeal to try to nip the problem in the bud.

Rich fervently hoped that he would be more successful than military officers had been in 1764, the year before, after four regiments had been ordered to the West Indies. It had been the first peacetime deployment from Ireland in a decade. Imagining the reaction to the news that only sixty women would be allowed to accompany each regiment had galvanized the commanding officers. The four lieutenant colonels sent a petition to the Lord Lieutenant, begging that he would “take the Case of the married Soldiers into Consideration.” They assured the Lord Lieutenant that when the soldiers learned about the limits on families, it could not “fail of occasioning a very considerable Desertion and will even fill the Breasts of those who Embark with discontent.” Morale of soldiers sent to the West Indies would be bad enough; to force them to abandon their families would be disaster. The officers proposed instead that each regiment be allowed to bring two hundred women. That increase would allow four men of every ten to bring his family, rather than only one in ten.

The Lord Lieutenant politely sent the petition on to the secretary of state, but without an endorsement for the plan. The Lord Lieutenant’s secretary, however, quietly indicated his support for the officers by noting in a cover letter that two ships already in Cork’s harbor could be pressed into service as transport ships if the ones that the admiralty was sending were too small to hold the additional families.

But neither the officers’ heartfelt warnings of troop discontent nor the secretary’s pragmatic suggestion swayed the ministry. Cloaking his refusal behind “His Majesty’s Pleasure,” Secretary of State Lord Halifax curtly rejected the petition altogether. He warned the officers that deviating in any way from the “Regulations long since established” would only encourage other regiments to ask for an increased family allowance. The whole proposal would create nothing but “great Expense and Inconvenience.” The decision was final: no increase in families.

A year later, the result of the 1764 failed petition was all too evident to Rich and other men concerned. The enrollment of Ireland’s charity school was burgeoning. Rich and others worried about how women and children would survive without turning to “Popery, Beggary and Idleness.” The Cork city council regularly had to allocate money to send to their “respective homes” the wives and children of soldiers who had set sail from Cork’s harbor. If the new deployment of three regiments to Canada was not to make hundreds more women and children destitute, Rich would have to try a new approach.

Rich laid his plans through the spring of 1765 as the Twenty-Ninth Regiment began gathering in Cork. Once the transport ships HMS Thunderer and HMS Belle-Isle arrived in the harbor in May, General Rich approached the three most powerful officeholders in Ireland and made a proposal. He assured them that this was a recommendation “very much for the good of His Majesty’s Service.” The general’s plan was even more expansive than the one put forth in the 1764 officers’ petition. Rich advised the army to allow an unlimited number of families of private soldiers to accompany the regiments to North America. This time, he secured the enthusiastic support of the Irish officials. They wholeheartedly agreed with Rich, urging the captains of the naval ships assigned to bring the troops to Canada to pack in “as many of the Wives and children” as wanted to go. They did not ask for approval from the secretary of state this time. The proposal may have gotten to Lord Halifax through back channels, but if he heard about the scheme, he chose to ignore it. Newspapers in Britain and America widely reported this unusual circumstance in which “women and children were permitted to go.” Several reports added also that “the Men . . . went off with great Chearfulness,” perhaps a contrast to the regiments that had set off for the West Indies the year before.

Robert Rich’s determination to send as many families of soldiers as possible to North America was not the outpouring of a generous heart. Unlike the commanding officers of the regiments sent to the West Indies, Rich showed little concern for the emotions that might “fill the Breast” of a soldier. Keeping military families intact was not his goal; he was far more worried about the impact of destitute women and children on Irish towns and their budgets. But whatever Rich’s intention, the result was a happy outcome for the regiments that were sent from Ireland in 1765. As the soldiers of the Twenty-Ninth Regiment set off for North America, their families came with them.
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Jane and Matthew Chambers, with their child, spent five weeks on the Thunderer. When the ship reached Halifax in July, its arrival made the newspapers in the colony of Massachusetts, four hundred miles south. All three Boston newspapers noted that the seventy-four-gun ship had crossed from Ireland “with 500 Troops, to relieve those which have been in Nova-Scotia several years.” Neither the rotation of troops nor the size of the regiment came as real news to Bostonians; they were keeping an eye on both.

Massachusetts readers had more than an idle interest in the British army and in the British Empire’s recent victories in Canada. In 1765, American colonists were thrilled to be part of the newly enlarged Britain. The Seven Years’ War had not been easy on Massachusetts—nearly a third of its men between the ages of thirteen and thirty had served in the war alongside British regulars—but it had all seemed worth it, once the 1763 Treaty of Paris was signed. James Otis Jr., the new speaker of Boston’s legislative body, the town meeting, had crowed in that same year, “We in America have certainly abundant reason to rejoice. The Heathen are not only driven out, but, the Canadians, much more formidable Enemies, are conquered and become Fellow-Subjects.” By expelling indigenous Americans, Acadians, and the French government from Canada, the British army had done its job. Now it was time to allow the colonies, as Otis continued, “to begin so glorious an Empire as British America is rising to.” It was the dawn of a splendid new age, and Bostonians could not wait for it to begin.

Even beyond the shared glories of world domination, colonists had reason to look forward to a joint future with Great Britain. Most of all, Otis concluded, the war made clear that the colonies and Great Britain were part of the same family. To make his point, he turned to the language of kinship. Appropriating the well-known phrases of the Anglican marriage ceremony, Otis said emphatically, “The true interests of Great Britain and her plantations are mutual, and what God in his providence has united, let no man dare attempt to pull asunder.” As in any good eighteenth-century marriage, both parties shared a goal of economic stability as well as affection.

Colonists had been imagining themselves as part of the imperial family for decades. For them, the most fundamental element of that relationship was the great advantage that living in this family conferred on its members—including subordinate ones. As early as 1720, the governor of Massachusetts celebrated the “Wealth, Power, & Glory” of “Our Mother-Country, Great Britain.” At the same time, he reminded his subjects that “these blessings reach us, tho’ in a Lower and Remote sphere.” The ruling member of the family was always Great Britain, while the colonies perched on a lower rung of the ladder. Unequal as the relationship might be, however, all the imperial family shared in its benefits.


The “Mother-Country, Great Britain” was by far the most common way that colonists talked about their relationship to the imperial family. Even in 1763, some Bostonians mocked Otis’s grandiose ideas that the colonies might become Britain’s wife rather than its children. A few months later, Otis’s father revived the idea of colonies as children. “We love, esteem, and reverence our mother country,” Otis Sr. claimed in 1764. As direct descendants of Great Britain, he continued, colonists were entitled to the same rights and privileges as any Briton. And so, when the colonists protested the new taxes that paid for the presence of troops in Canada and elsewhere after the war, they did so by calling out Britain’s neglect of its responsibilities to its children. “Britannus-Americanus,” writing in the Boston Gazette, assured his fellow colonists that “it will be always the interest and consequently the wisdom of a mother country, to retain the good will of her colonies.” Editorialists hoped that the mother country was listening.

But the seamy underside of Britain’s empire was apparent to anyone in Boston who chose to look. Destitute Acadians passed through Boston’s streets. Enslaved Africans were offered for sale in every Boston newspaper that reprinted Otis’s speech. Native Americans launched massive attacks on British forts, understanding that the British meant to “hem them in, and in the end extirpate them,” as one British official reported. “Pontiac’s War” came to a close in 1765 only after the Ottawa chief sent a peace pipe to the British diplomats, with a message stating that he had “taken the King for my father.” Perhaps the Treaty of Paris that had ended the Seven Years’ War was not an entirely unambiguous gift.

Certainly government officials in London quickly recognized the new challenges. As they thought about how to organize and administer the new British colonies, Massachusetts colonists began to wonder whether the newly expanded empire was going to be as glorious as they had hoped. The king’s ministers needed to raise money and centralize management. Parliament had already paid for the war and, now that it was over, was hoping for a peace dividend in England. It was clear that money would not come from Parliament to pay for the administration of empire. But North America still needed troops, and moving whole regiments around this larger empire was expensive. Raising taxes on colonial trade seemed like a good start.

In the summer of 1765, as the Thunderer was sailing the Atlantic, Bostonians were feeling distinctly underappreciated. Having paid for the war in “blood and treasure,” they did not see why the new costs of empire should fall on them. The British prime minister had recently announced that the army in America would be funded by a new revenue stream—a tax on stamped, or embossed, paper, produced in London and used in the colonies. Parliament had already declared a new tax on sugar the year before—the immediate cause of James Otis’s 1764 pamphlet, in which he tried to remind Britain of its parental obligations to its colonies. The Sugar Act had provoked grumbling; the Stamp Act would produce riots.

This new levy applied to many kinds of official paper: newspapers, pamphlets, legal filings, bail bonds, and even college diplomas and playing cards. By insisting that colonists purchase and use stamped paper for official business, the Crown’s officials would collect a tax for every liquor license, every bill of lading that listed the goods in a ship’s hold, and every newspaper advertisement. The prime minister had hoped the tax would be uncontroversial. He was completely mistaken. As a tax, the Stamp Act seemed perfectly designed to anger the most vocal, most literate, and best-connected colonists in America: lawyers, journalists, and merchants. Their protests found plenty of support among their fellow colonists.

Among their supporters was a Boston merchant named John Rowe. In 1765, Rowe was about to turn fifty years old. He was hale, wealthy, and extraordinarily sociable. Almost any day of the year found him drinking at taverns, dancing at assemblies, riding his horse, fishing with other sportsmen, or entertaining at home with his wife and niece (whom he and his wife had adopted as a daughter). The merchant’s friends spanned the political spectrum, from the cautious Massachusetts governor, Francis Bernard, to the governor’s archenemy, the passionate Samuel Adams. Rowe had come to Boston as a young man from England and immediately launched his mercantile business. He had been cultivating his connections in Boston ever since.

For a merchant like
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