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“Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”

—Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina







FOREWORD

by Maurice Roche, sixth Baron Fermoy

My family has its own special relationship with America. My great-grandmother Frances Burke Roche was a Manhattan heiress who brought her American spirit into the Fermoy clan, which is still deeply felt today, especially as the world marks two hundred and fifty years since American independence from Great Britain. Fanny, as she was known, gave us a Patriot bloodline that dates back to the beginning of the Republic. These ancestors were outstanding American heroes, innovators, entrepreneurs, and leaders of society. A common denominator among them was their dedication to country and a sense of service to their fellow man, qualities I still admire in my grandfather, Maurice, the fourth Baron Fermoy, whose title I inherited and whose name I proudly carry as my own. Maurice and his twin brother, Francis, served in World War I; Maurice in the US Army and Francis in the US Navy. I continued this legacy by serving as an officer in the Blues and Royals, a cavalry regiment of the British Army and part of the Household Cavalry, the monarch’s official bodyguard.

Maurice went on to become a respected member of Parliament and friend of King George VI. His humility and decency made him a beloved figure among the elite and among the less fortunate members of his community whom he never forgot.

I have observed these traits in Maurice’s great-grandson His Royal Highness Prince William, who as king will make the Fermoy family very proud and whose American forbears will look on bemusedly at the twists and turns their family have made from being at the heart of rebellion to having one of their own as the heir to the throne.

I hope these pages enlighten us on our shared history and values and inspire others to serve their country, however they can.

Two hundred and fifty years later, we are, in the end, one big family.
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1 LIEGE MAN OF LIFE AND LIMB

In December of 2024, world leaders gathered at Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris to celebrate the world landmark’s great comeback after a devastating fire in 2019. But a different resurgence was on the mind of most who gathered under the sweeping rebuilt vaulted ceilings. In the front row was US President-Elect Donald Trump, who just weeks before had pulled off the greatest political comeback in modern history by winning the popular and Electoral College votes to secure a second term in the White House. Trump, who was personally invited by French president Emmanuel Macron, made what the New York Times called “a splashy re-entry onto the global stage” as world leaders lined up to pay their respects to someone they never expected—or perhaps never hoped—to greet in an official capacity again. But the warm greeting of one of those leaders, at least, appeared genuine.1 The United Kingdom had sent Prince William—the Prince of Wales and future King William V—as its official representative to Notre Dame, rather than its democratically elected but embattled prime minister, Sir Keir Starmer.

This was a strategic choice. Trump may have been the most powerful man in the cathedral that day, and Elon Musk may have been the wealthiest, but Prince William was the most beloved—a king of hearts for his fellow Britons, and to most Americans, who, despite their history with the Mother Country, still admire its royal family with great affection.

In short, Britain could have had no greater emissary. William cut a young, elegant, and enthusiastic figure, shaking the president-elect’s hand and meeting with him privately later at the British ambassador’s Paris residence. The chemistry between the two men—one old enough to be the other’s father—was palpable and their affinity is personal. Trump’s connection to the United Kingdom was more direct than that of most recent presidents. His mother Mary Anne MacLeod was born in Scotland on the Isle of Lewis. Her son Donald made no secret of his pride in his Scottish heritage and often plays golf at his resort along the Ayrshire coast. His respect and admiration for the royal family, especially the late Queen Elizabeth II, had been a constant in his political career. Decades earlier, Trump had been friendly with William’s mother, the late Diana, Princess of Wales. One wonders if that friendship came up in his conversation with William, as Trump is fond of name-dropping, especially where celebrities and glamorous women are concerned. It’s unlikely, however, that either man was aware of the astounding twist of fate that, courtesy of Diana’s ancestry, made this meeting of a future president and future king unique in history. Through Diana, William is one sixteenth American—descended from an American family that goes back to the epicenter of the American Revolution and includes some of the most heroic figures of the time, including the martyred spy Nathan Hale, the nephew of William’s patriot ancestor Benajah Strong of Coventry, Connecticut, a hotbed of American rebellion in the 1700s.2

Who would have thought that on that rainy day in Paris the future king of the United Kingdom had deeper American roots than the future president of the United States?

When Diana’s American great-grandmother Frances Work married James Boothby Burke Roche, third Baron Fermoy, she set the stage for the Work-Strong bloodline to merge with the Spencer family, creating an Anglo-American alliance like none other.

As the United States celebrates its 250th birthday in 2026, William’s family celebrates coming full circle—from fighting the British monarchy to embodying it. As the United Kingdom struggles with internal political strife and replaces one inept prime minister after another, while William’s father, the present King Charles III, struggles to manage the fallout from his younger brother Andrew’s disgrace while trying to toe the line on his distant relationship with his own son Prince Harry, Prince William has emerged as the next best hope for international relationships and the monarchy itself.

His life over the past few years has been as tumultuous as the American Revolution itself with personal battles, triumphs, blood, sweat, tears, and the seizure of his destiny.



On May 6, 2023, William, Prince of Wales, knelt before his father, King Charles III, and took an oath of fealty with the eyes of the world watching. Cloaked in ceremonial velvet, he made a medieval pledge as a representative of the “Royal Blood.” “I, William, Prince of Wales, pledge my loyalty to you and faith and truth I will bear unto you, as your liege man of life and limb. So help me God.” The kiss on his father’s cheek as he finished his oath provided a touching moment amid the rigid formality at Westminster Abbey. This was an occasion he had been pondering since the death of his grandmother Queen Elizabeth II, and indeed his whole life, which began on June 21, 1982, when he was born the first child of Charles, Prince of Wales and the former Lady Diana Spencer, who had stepped into what she hoped would be her Cinderella slippers and became the Princess of Wales less than a year earlier in the world’s most-watched wedding at St. Paul’s Cathedral.

As she sailed down the aisle that summer day, she wore the Spencer Tiara, a reminder that although she was marrying into the world’s most prestigious family, her own blood was thick with English—and American—history too. The Spencers were, in fact, more English than the Windsors and had produced some of England’s most illustrious figures, including none other than Sir Winston Churchill, whose dazzling American mother, Jennie Jerome, gave Winston his inimitable charisma. Another Spencer ancestress, Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, used her fame and influence to support the American rebels and became a forerunner for women’s involvement in British politics.

When William knelt that day in 2023, he was one step closer to achieving an American dream—one that his mother, who was fond of America and was planning to move there before her death in 1997, had put in motion. Although the future King William is and always will be British, and America is and likely always will be a republic, his connection to the nation of his mother’s forbears will give the future of the so-called Special Relationship an even greater significance. As William contemplates his Yankee roots, so too will Americans have an opportunity to reexamine our own connection to his country and reassess the monarchy we ousted. As we celebrate our 250th birthday as a nation, we must confront our past leaders—whether they be kings or patriots—as people with flaws and virtues, because patriotism is shared by kings and patriots alike. And their fates and families are linked much closer than most of us imagine.





2 A TALE OF TWO GEORGES

When the late Queen Elizabeth II visited Philadelphia in 1976 to mark America’s bicentennial, she said that Independence Day “should be celebrated as much in Britain as in America. Not in rejoicing at the separation of the American Colonists from the British Crown, but in sincere gratitude to the Founding Fathers of this great Republic for having taught Britain a very valuable lesson.”1

Prince William’s familial lesson from America begins in the 1730s with the birth of two men named George: George Washington and King George III. George Washington was born into the Virginia gentry in 1732. His great-grandfather Colonel John Washington had arrived on Virginian shores in the mid-1650s angling for a new life in the New World. The Washington family seat Sulgrave Manor, in Northampton, England, was just a short distance from Althorp, the far grander seat of the far grander Spencer family. Robert Washington, the son of Sulgrave Manor’s builder, had sold the home to Lawrence Makepeace, his nephew. Makepeace’s son, Abel, sold Sulgrave out of the family in 1659. The last Washington born at Sulgrave was the builder’s grandson, Lawrence, born in 1568. The Spencer and Washington families, before being separated by the Atlantic after Colonel John’s voyage, had been friends for years. Indeed, to this day some of the Spencers and Washingtons lie together in the Great Brington churchyard, two miles from Althorp.2

According to the current Lord Spencer in his family history The Spencers, this familial bond started with Lady Penelope Spencer, who made it her mission to make Althorp a mecca of hospitality, not just for the great and glamorous, but for everyone. This included their neighbors the Washington family, who had fallen on hard times after what appeared to be a steady social climb.3

Like the Spencers, Washington forbear Lawrence Washington made a fortune in the woolstapling business. In the process, he had amassed enough influence to become mayor of Northhampton by 1532, and with the help of Henry VIII purchased the manor and lands of Sulgrave for just over £324, which had been a monastery, for his own. Some would say his seizure of God’s property cursed him, because by 1616 Sulgrave Manor had to be sold.

The first Lord Spencer lent a helping hand to the beleaguered Washingtons, giving them a small house in Brington. The next generation of Washingtons, Robert and his wife Elizabeth, were taken under the wing of Lady Penelope, who frequently mentions their adopted little girl Amy in her diaries. For their part, the Washingtons tried to repay her kindness with gifts of chicken and bacon during Christmastide, generous gifts in proportion to their income at the time.

Under the reign of James I, the Washington family saw a rise in stature. William and John, Robert’s nephews, were elevated to Sir William and Sir John, thanks to finding favor with the monarch. Sir William and his family, especially, became fixtures at Althorp during the 1620s—this time not as pitiful neighbors, but as peers and playmates of Lord and Lady Spencer and their children.

When Spencer heir Henry needed military tutoring on his charger, it was Sir John who provided it. His sister Lucy Washington became a governess of the household. Their friendship was sealed in war as Sir John, Henry Spencer, and another Washington nephew fought side by side for the Royalists during the English Civil War, losing to the Parliamentarians.

Fleeing to Virginia, as did many loyal Englishmen fearing the depredations of Oliver Cromwell, Sir John would never forget the dazzling Spencer clan. In the years to come his great-grandson George Washington would mount a charger, too, and fight to prove himself in war—but this time against a king, not for one.

A young George Washington never knew his great-grandfather, but he likely heard about the proud family origins at Sulgrave Manor, which George would one day try to replicate at his plantation, Mount Vernon.

By 1755, then-Major George Washington was an aide-de-camp to General Edward Braddock in the British Army stationed in the American colonies. As they battled the French and Native Americans in Pennsylvania, George narrowly escaped death when two of his horses were shot while he was riding them. At the time George was risking his life for his king, George II. The Prince of Wales, heir to the British throne, was Prince George, the future George III. Prince George was born just six years after George Washington, and the two young boys lost their fathers during their most formative years. Augustine Washington had died suddenly from a chill in 1743, when George was eleven, and Frederick, Prince of Wales, died an equally untimely death at the age of forty-four, two months before his son’s thirteenth birthday, moving young George one place higher in the line of succession.4

    A portrait of George Washington as a British serving officer painted by Charles Wilson Peale shows a confident young man in his colonial military uniform. It conveys the regality and elegant masculinity that would mark Washington’s bearing for the rest of his life. Meanwhile, Prince George cut an equally striking figure as he entered manhood. Horace Walpole described the future king as “tall and full of dignity; his countenance florid and good-natured; his manner graceful and obliging.”5

While both were good dancers and attractive to women, they both adopted codes of morality and propriety early in life, rooted in their strong Christian faith. When George III became king he was one of the first monarchs in Britain and one of few in the world to not have a mistress, a stark contrast to his predecessor whose extramarital affairs were well-known and accepted.

This reliance on faith was born out of early loss. Not only did they see the early deaths of their fathers, but they would also outlive most of their siblings. In 1752, George Washington saw his older brother Lawrence die of tuberculosis in his early thirties. Brushes with mortality at a young age often instill lessons in fortitude, and this was evident in the personal conduct of both Georges.

In 1760, after his succession to the throne, George III issued a proclamation “for the encouragement of piety and virtue, and for the preventing and punishing of vice, profaneness and immorality.” George Washington’s Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour in Company and Conversation, a list of dos and don’ts, is still a popular read for the aspiring lady or gentleman. Both men sought to champion and embody humility and moral uprightness, sometimes to the point of austerity.6

The king not only abstained from alcohol but deemed it improper to play cards on Sundays and high holidays. He gave few dinner parties, preferring to entertain—when he had to—on a smaller scale. George III opted to shave himself and write his own letters, despite these mundane tasks being executed by servants for previous monarchs. When he received communion, he removed his crown, symbolizing his belief that he knelt before the altar as a lowly sinner just like every other supplicant before God.

His only indulgence was his bibliomania, solidifying his reputation as one of the most intellectually dexterous monarchs in British history. His library included some three hundred books on the American colonies, which continued to fascinate him even after the American Revolution, according to his biographer Andrew Roberts. Enlightenment writers whose ideas led to the overthrow of monarchies like Voltaire, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Edmund Burke also found a place on his shelves. Music was a close second in his passions. He could play several instruments and enjoyed the friendship of George Frideric Handel, who said of King George, “While that boy lives, my music will never want a protector.”7

By the time of his 1761 coronation, attended by Benjamin Franklin, then Deputy Postmaster-General in the American colonies, George was a Renaissance man with an equally cultivated woman at his side: Queen Charlotte, whom he had married shortly after acceding to the throne in 1760. Although the two had virtually no courtship and married under political pressure, their common interest in music and culture begat a loving, fruitful, and faithful marriage. They would eventually produce fifteen children. George built Buckingham House, now Buckingham Palace, for Charlotte.8

George Washington was not as fortunate in his fecundity. He married the wealthy widow Martha Custis in 1759, and although they, too, had a faithful and harmonious life together, George Washington never sired any children of his own. But he adopted many surrogate children, including treating his young comrade in arms the Marquis de Lafayette as if he were his own son.

Indeed, both Georges were more comfortable with their identity as “Farmer George.” They preferred being ensconced in nature, boots covered in manure, or reading and spending quiet time with their wives, rather than being the leaders of two warring nations. Fate, however, had other plans. The French and Indian War, in which George had served as a British officer, would necessitate new taxes to pay for the protection of the thirteen colonies, whose population was growing faster than that of the population of England.9

Although the French and Indian War had been successful, its financing had left Britain in serious debt. George III’s biographer explains that the king’s ministers had estimated it would cost over 20,000 pounds in eighteenth-century money to maintain a peacetime military presence. The British taxpayer, they reasoned, should not be paying the whole of the bill, an idea that was lost on the colonists and their colonial governors. “Not a penny of any of George III’s taxes on Americans was ever spent on anyone except Americans—this did not occur to civil servants until far too late,” Andrew Roberts explains.10

George III’s reluctance to travel, locally or long distances, may have had geopolitical consequences. During the whole of his reign, he never stepped foot in Scotland or Ireland, and he was the first monarch since Elizabeth I not to visit continental Europe. In The Last King of America, Roberts suggests that had he made a state visit to the colonies “to gain an inkling of America’s potential and her discontents, the story of the next twenty years might well have been very different.”11

Like most Americans, a young George Washington revered his king as a man and a monarch, but by 1763 His Majesty’s policies began to encumber the Virginian, one who was ambitious to acquire more land. That October, Lord Halifax issued a proclamation prohibiting westward settlements and expansions by the colonists, mostly to appease Native American tribes who were loyal to British interests during the French and Indian War and wanted recompense for their efforts. Colonists who had already moved along the slopes of the Appalachian Mountains would be required to return eastward.

This policy was in direct opposition to the land speculation efforts of many of the key Founding Fathers such as Thomas Jefferson, the Lee family, and most notably, George Washington, who had started the Mississippi Land Company to cultivate land in the Ohio Valley, comprising what is now Ohio, Tennessee, Indiana, Kentucky, and Illinois. The historian Ron Chernow called this decision a “catastrophic blunder,” which was the turning point in the way George Washington viewed his king.12

When it was revealed that in 1770 this policy was exempted for British investors, Washington bitterly noted that it was an example of the British “malignant disposition towards Americans.”

As tensions with America became more fractious, especially after the Stamp Act—another means of increasing national revenue for Britain—George III and his government knew that concessions had to be made, demonstrating that the king was a flexible and understanding statesman, not the bullying tyrant he was later characterized as being. George was willing to moderate the tax, then reduce the tax, and finally push for a repeal of the act, a virtual volte-face, to save his relationship with the colonists.

“I thought the modifying of the Stamp Act the wisest and most efficacious manner of proceeding,” he wrote. “I thought repealing infinitely more eligible than enforcing, which could only tend to widen the breach between this country and America.”13

But, by 1769, rebel uprisings in Boston necessitated two British regiments of some four thousand troops to police a city of fifteen thousand. Rebels such as Samuel Adams considered the British presence in his hometown surveillance, not the protection that the king insisted was his intention. The king maintained he was not a warmonger with a virtual stick keeping his subjects in line, but a benevolent father looking out for the physical welfare of his people.

A grateful flock gathered in New York in April 1770 for the unveiling of a mammoth statue to King George on Bowling Green. The monument had been started four years earlier in response to the king’s repeal of the Stamp Act with “the deep sense this colony has of the eminent and singular blessings received from him during his most auspicious reign.” The new statue, weighing two tons of lead and much larger than life-size, was greeted with revelry and cheers, even though just weeks earlier the Boston Massacre, which resulted in British soldiers shooting five Bostonians, exacerbated the London-Boston acrimony.14

“While we are declining the usurped authority of Parliament,” wrote Benjamin Franklin, “I wish to see a steady dutiful attachment to the king and his family maintained among us.” This was the general feeling among all the Founding Fathers, including Adams and Jefferson, in the years leading up to 1776. The scheming politicians in Parliament were the tyrants, and the king was an ally, was the prevailing opinion at the time in the colonies.15

After the Boston Tea Party in December 1773, Parliament wanted retribution after what they perceived as excessive provocations. The legendary tossing of tea into the harbor had been preceded by acts of brutal violence, including the tarring and feathering of British officials in Massachusetts. The Coercive Acts, known in America as Intolerable Acts, shut down Boston Harbor until the cost of the lost tea was repaid, and effectively nullified the Massachusetts Charter of 1691. This act was one of several that the king did not direct Prime Minister Lord North to enact. The king, however, loyal to his constitutional responsibilities, supported the decisions of his ministers.16

If the British government thought the Coercive Acts would whip the colonies into submission, they were dead wrong. If anything, they provided the motivation for other colonies to support Massachusetts, and to organize their own provocations against Parliament.

Speaking in the House of Commons, Lord North came out swinging in defense of the Coercive Acts, saying Americans had physically attacked subjects, “burnt ships, denied all obedience to your laws and authority… so long forbearing has our conduct been that it is incumbent on us now to take a different course. Whatever may be the consequences, we must risk something; if we do not, all is over.”17

Meanwhile in Virginia, the lawyer Thomas Jefferson anonymously published A Summary View of the Rights of British America in which he pleaded with the king to stand up to Lord North and side with his subjects in the colonies, a foreshadowing of the declaration he would pen two years later. “Let not the name of George the Third be a blot in the page of history,” he wrote. While these words evidently fell on deaf ears, King George did include Summary View in his massive book collection.18

On September 5, 1774, the first Continental Congress met in Philadelphia to organize against the Coercive Acts. George Washington was there, having completed his transition from British country gentleman to fully paid-up patriot rebel. It is important to note that the British regulars did not interrupt or shut down these proceedings, further evidence of the king’s “forbearance” of what would later be known as “free speech” and open debate, even when it decried him. Note, too, that George Washington did not represent a majority; patriots comprised a third of the population during this time and throughout the Revolutionary War, while another third remained loyal to the Crown, and another third were indifferent.19

While the Continental Congress passed the Declaration of Rights and Resolves listing a vast number of grievances, including the Coercive Acts, General Gage, now the king’s commander in chief in Massachusetts, pushed for more troops to quell the uprisings. Gage lobbied for hiring foreign troops as the colonist aggression expanded from Massachusetts to neighboring states. Parliament and the king’s advisers never anticipated an all-out war. Still arrogant following their victory in the French and Indian War, thought they could suppress any rebel rabble quickly and easily.

On April 18, 1775, at around eight o’clock in the evening, Gage sent several hundred of his men to confiscate arms and ammunition the rebels were stockpiling near Concord, northwest of Boston. Before Paul Revere could mount his horse on that fateful night, the world had turned upside down, and the two Georges, and the countries they loved, would never be the same.





3 FOOD FOR WORMS

The town of Coventry, Connecticut, founded in 1712, is today a community of around twelve thousand citizens, most of whom commute to nearby Hartford for work. There are no hotels, only a few restaurants, and no Starbucks in sight. Coventry Lake, the town’s favorite watering hole, has provided recreation for the town for centuries, and is the perfect setting to enjoy their fireworks around the Fourth of July.1 They are a proud community of New Englanders, humble and down-to-earth, and prouder still of their place in the country’s early history as over one hundred of their men answered the call to arms as revolutionary fervor was spreading from neighboring Massachusetts in the 1770s. British law required all men in Coventry and throughout the colonies to join a militia when they turned eighteen. Benajah Strong signed on as a private in the Connecticut Militia, joining forces with his friend from Coventry, Captain Elias Buell.2 In 1775, these militias would be fighting against, not for, the country that had required their formation. The “rally rock” in front of Coventry High School marks the alleged location where the Lexington Alarm men gathered when they heard the news the war against Britian had started. Benajah Strong, born a British subject in a town named for a British city, was one of those men. He had no inkling that his sixth great-grandson would one day sit on the British throne. Coventry seems the most unlikely of hometowns for a future king, but this is where William’s American story begins.

For Benajah and Coventry, the mid-eighteenth century was an era of rebellion not just politically, but culturally. Connecticut was once known as the “land of steady habits” thanks to its self-containment and state charter, which gave independence to its citizens, mostly landowners who worked in farming and land development. God, family, and farm were the pillars of life to which Benajah’s ilk clung for inspiration and sustenance. It had been this way since 1635 when the Strong family reached the New World through Elder John Strong, who came from Kent, England, and would go on to establish the towns of Dorchester and Northampton, Massachusetts, in the 1650s. The family would disperse throughout New England, establishing a reputation for godly, civic, and scholarly pursuits.3

Benajah, born in 1740, belonged to the first generation of the Strong clan to be raised in Coventry after his father, Joseph Strong Jr., settled there after moving from Northampton. Benajah would eventually serve as justice of the peace, leading townsman, and treasurer, and represent Coventry in the Connecticut General Assembly for sixty-five sessions.4

But by the 1770s, Connecticut and the established order were changing rapidly. New England’s reliance on Puritanism and Calvinist virtues of modesty and moderation was slipping away, along with the Church of England’s stronghold in Connecticut. Anything related to England, or the “Tories” who supported her, was losing appeal. The church and mother country were no longer worshipped and glorified, replaced by French philosophers and their liberal teachings. The new religion, which had washed ashore in the late eighteenth century, was personal freedom. The frequent use of intoxicants, swearing in public, and even “night walking” were de rigueur. The local authorities in Coventry accepted these changing times with nonchalance—even violations on the Sabbath went unsanctioned.5

By the time Benajah was twenty years old, Connecticut’s population had tripled and “the land of steady habits” was a land of political upheaval. The Sons of Liberty and their radical agitations had taken hold in Connecticut to protest the Stamp Act of 1765. Eastern Connecticut towns near Coventry became centers of anti-British sentiment when locals refused to import or sell British goods. Committees of Inspection were formed to harangue merchants to join the boycott. Business owners who did not bow to the pressure were outed in newspapers and decried at public meetings.

It was an aspiring poet from Connecticut who penned the following jingle to keep Boston in line:


Parliament an Act has made

That will distress and ruin trade

To raise a Tax as we are told,

That will enslave both young and old;

Look out poor Boston, make a stand,

Don’t suffer any Tea to land.6



Unfortunately, the witty pen of a patriot and the machinations of the colonists did nothing to quell the British government’s agenda, and Connecticut was soon as aggressive in its anti-British sentiments as its neighbor. The Sons of Liberty had branched out from Boston and taken root in Connecticut. Across the state, angry mobs hunted down uncooperative Tory loyalists, wreaking havoc and violence. Coventry and her eastern Connecticut towns were hotbeds of the American cause, and Benajah was ready for the fight.

He had enlisted in the Lexington Alarm, a volunteer militia ready to spread the word of imminent British invasion. Since the Boston Tea Party in 1773, Connecticut and her neighboring states had been under the surveillance, or in King George’s view the protection, of British regulars.

Paul Revere, thanks to Longfellow’s rousing poem, made the Lexington Alarm famous as he embarked on that iconic midnight ride, but there were countless men, like Benajah, who had been providing necessary communication for the colonists, a vital means of neighborly protection. When Americans arrived in New England, they had developed their own alarm systems to warn of Indian attacks or other dangers.

But by 1772, these countryside watches took on heavier responsibilities when Samuel Adams in Boston organized “Committees of Correspondence” to publish and communicate infringements of rights or aggressions by the British. In short order, most towns had these committees to not only communicate with their citizens about possible British violations, but, more importantly, to share and collate the intelligence they gathered. The scholar E. D. Collins says this communication system was the lifeblood of the Revolution. “Its importance as a piece of Revolutionary machinery can hardly be overestimated. It was correspondence, with cooperation at the terminal points, which brought about the Revolution.”7

The meetinghouse where Coventry’s committee was likely formed—several men elected at a town meeting and a chairman selected from among them—is no longer standing, but its location is marked today with a plaque. Benajah is listed along with two Hale brothers, John and Joseph, his nephews through his sister Elizabeth. The committee’s primary responsibility would have been to receive and report news to the de facto central command of the Revolution in Boston.8

On the evening of April 18, Revere and the Boston committee noticed movements by the British. Committee member Dr. Joseph Warren asked Revere that evening to ride to Lexington to warn Adams and Hancock that the British were on the march. As Revere rode that night, he saw prearranged lantern signals that lit up the frosty air as he crossed the Charles River. He alerted every house he passed before finally reaching Adams and Hancock. After years of meetings and contingency planning, the Lexington Alarm, or Operation British Invasion, had begun.

Revere was on his way to Concord to continue his alarms but was turned back toward Lexington by British officers under General Gage, whose plan was to confiscate munitions and, if lucky, snatch Hancock and Samuel Adams, who would be tried for treason in England if Gage had his way. (Adams and Hancock now rest peacefully on American soil in Boston’s Granary Burying Ground.)

When the British troops reached Lexington, halfway to Concord, they saw in the ghostly morning mist some seventy armed colonists lined up across the common. After the shock of confrontation with the impertinent rebels, the troops opened fire. The rebels returned the volley, then scattered, leaving eight of their own on the cold April ground. The seizure of Hancock, Adams, and military supplies had failed, yet many military assets had been destroyed. Gage counted 273 British casualties of the Lexington and Concord skirmishes out of 1,800 men engaged; American casualties numbered ninety-five men. Through their deaths, America’s first patriots were born that morning. The shots heard around the world had been gloriously fired, and the American War of Independence was officially underway.

We do not know when precisely the news of the shots reached Coventry, but we do know that Benajah would have been involved in receiving the news and disseminating it to his neighbors. Benajah would have gotten an official announcement from a messenger rider named Israel Bissell. A letter from one Joseph Palmer, a firsthand witness at Lexington, exists today that provides physical evidence of a document being passed from town to town by Bissell with the news of the war’s commencement. The idea was that when Bissell arrived in a town the letter would be endorsed—signed off by a member of the local committee—and then taken to the next town.

One can only imagine Palmer’s panic as he tried to write the message: “Pray let the delegates of this colony to Connecticut see this. They know.” It is likely he is using shorthand here in the interest of brevity. Based on the signatures and dates of this surviving document, we know that the letter was received in Norwich, and then went to New London, Lyme, and Saybrook in the days following April 18. Bissell’s intrepid riding adventure through Connecticut is not as famous as Revere’s, but it is no less heroic. “To arms! To arms! The war has begun,” was his rallying cry. Some legends say that his poor horse fell dead from fatigue from Bissell’s whiplash speed and enthusiasm.9

By the time Bissell reached New York on April 23, some five days after the first shots were fired, the people were in a fury. When General Alexander McDougall endorsed the letter, he noticed British sloops unloading provisions clearly undeterred by the patriot intimidation. The New York City patriot contingent soon barged into City Hall and “took out the City Arms.”

The last endorsement was signed in South Carolina in mid-May, and by that point all the major newspapers from Philadelphia to Williamsburg were printing details provided by Palmer’s original message. The war had proceeded from an abstract discussion of human rights to a grassroots community uprising, thanks to a gunshot, a piece of paper, and a couple of horsemen.

On July 2, Colonel George Washington reported for duty at Cambridge Common ready to assume responsibility of the newly formed Continental Army, which Lin-Manuel Miranda, creator of the Broadway smash Hamilton, would later aptly describe as “a ragtag volunteer army in need of a shower.” The Second Continental Congress met that December and while condemning Parliament and extricating itself from their clutches, still clung to its loyalty to King George III. “What allegiance is that we forget?” the Congress asked. “Allegiance to Parliament? We never owed—we never owned it. Allegiance to our King? Our words have ever avowed it—our conduct has been ever consistent with it.”

The year 1775 ended disastrously for King George as his generals had failed to crush the rabble, as they had anticipated. The following year would be the worst in his life, and the year America and George Washington would fly like an eagle.

On July 4 of that year, Congress, presided over by John Hancock, released the Declaration of Independence, a 1,458-word document, authored by Thomas Jefferson. By this time the British Army was now out of Boston and every British official had been removed, achieving a quasi-independence for the colonists. The animus turned from Parliament to the king in the Declaration, which levelled twenty-eight charges against him, most of which, according to the king’s biographer, were patently false.

John Adams, who would later become the second president and launch a political dynasty, had his own reservations. “There were other expressions which I would not have inserted if I had drawn it up, particularly that which called the King a tyrant. I thought this too personal, for I never believed George to be a tyrant in disposition and nature. I thought the expression too passionate and too much like scolding, for so
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