


Chapter One
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Dighton Beginnings


From the muddy waters of Hockomock Swamp, the Taunton River meanders through southeastern Massachusetts toward Mount Hope Bay, a small appendage to its greater and more famous neighbor, Narragansett Bay. The stream, tidal for a good deal of its length, seems barely to move. Three centuries ago the countryside along its low banks was tide-water woods broken by an occasional open field or deer meadow and crisscrossed by creeks and rivulets making their own way to the Taunton. Today the region is part of Bristol County, Massachusetts, but from its first settlement until 1691 it was part of Plymouth Colony.

Taunton, known to the Wampanoags as Cohannet, was the chief town of a frontier region populated in 1639 by settlers hiving out from Plymouth. Despite the settlers’ kinship ties and political connections to the Old Colony, distance strained their attachments. Plymouth town was more than twenty miles away, linked to Taunton by lonely paths. Not surprisingly, the people of Taunton found it safer and easier to sail their river down to the Narragansett country than to make an overland journey east. This is the river Jared Talbot, most recently of Barbados, sailed up sometime in the early 1660s to make his home in Taunton.1 He may have been one of the many agricultural refugees who left that tobacco and sugar island in the West Indies in the middle of the seventeenth century-a white worker displaced in Barbados by black slaves.2

Some of the displaced laborers returned to England, but most remained in the western hemisphere. Either they struck out for another island in the West Indies or they took passage for one of Britain’s North American colonies. Jared Talbot may have chosen Rhode Island. He most likely landed at Newport and, not finding much in that town, made his way inland up Mount Hope Bay and the Taunton River.

Talbot did well with what he had, in a community that valued hard work and ingenuity. In 1662 he married Sarah Andrews, daughter of one of the town’s founders and richest citizens. Jared and Sarah’s first child, a son named Jared for his father, arrived in March 1666.

Talbot and his Taunton neighbors were farmers, and it was a difficult business. Clearing woods, ditching boggy land and then coaxing crops from their small holdings offered little in the way of reward. Adding to their woes was a scarcity of good pasture for their animals. Small wonder that Talbot and his neighbors eyed with interest a large open tract of land along the river in the direction of the Narragansett country. The land was owned by the Wampanoags whose chief, Metacomet, or King Philip as he was called by white men, was anxious to strike a bargain with his land-hungry neighbors. After considerable negotiation, Talbot and 87 other farmers bought the land, henceforth to be known as the South Purchase, from Metacomet in 1672.3

Each spring as the ice melted on the ponds and the fields turned to mush, Jared Talbot and his neighbors made plans to drive their livestock to the pastures in the South Purchase. During the warm months of spring and summer the animals grazed freely and fattened on the rich marsh grass. In the fall these same pastures yielded a harvest of hay to be cut, stored and then parceled out to animals brought home to winter in crude barns and shelters. For the Talbots and their neighbors, these summer sojourns in the South Purchase must have been delightful, and the temptation to make a permanent settlement there must have been great. There were reasons, however, to dismiss such a thought. There was talk that Metacomet was becoming increasingly angry with his white neighbors. There was even suspicion that a plot might be afoot to drive the whites out of Wampanoag country. Such uncertainty made it unwise to stray too far or too long from the safety of Taunton’s stockade.

Given this state of affairs it seems strange, indeed foolish, that in June 1675 Talbot, as had been his custom, took his wife and four children, including a son barely four months old, down to the South Purchase. Talbot could not have been unaware of a series of violent events earlier in the year that made such a move very risky.

In January the body of John Sossamon had been found under the ice in Assawompsett Pond not far from Taunton. Just before his disappearance, Sossamon, a Christian Wampanoag, had been in Plymouth where he reportedly informed the authorities about an Indian conspiracy to wipe out the English settlements. The skeptical authorities did not heed Sassamon’s warning; but his death refocused their attention, particularly when an autopsy revealed that Sossamon had died of a broken neck, not drowning. After a brief investigation three Wampanaogs were arrested, tried and convicted. No one doubted for a moment that these men were agents of Metacomet. On 8 June they were hanged.

Anger that had been smoldering for years amongst the Wampanoags burst forth. Under Philip’s leadership they prepared for war. Talbot knew of the executions in Plymouth. Indeed, scarcely had the bodies been taken down from the gallows than reports circulated in his neighborhood that armed bands of Wampanoags were about. Notwithstanding these warnings Jared Talbot, his wife and children, remained in the South Purchase grazing their animals.

One night, late in June, as they all lay sleeping, a friend came charging into their camp with the alarm that only a few minutes away was a Wampanoag war party. With barely enough time to awaken his family Talbot quickly and quietly moved them through the brush to the river and into a small boat. He pushed off from the shore and pulled into the stream. The family reached Taunton shortly after dawn.

Talbot and his family had escaped from the beginnings of what soon became known as King Philip’s War, the most destructive conflict colonial New England ever faced. Twice during the war Taunton was attacked, surviving both times. King Philip and his people were not so fortunate. English manpower, organization and weapons took a fierce toll on the Wampanoags and their allies. In August of 1676 Metacomet and the remnants of his followers were tracked to the Great Swamp. There they were surrounded and butchered. Metacomet’s mangled body was quartered; his severed head was carried off to Plymouth where it was skewered on a pike and given public dis play as a warning to remaining Wampanoags.4

The War was a calamity for the Native Americans but a blessing for the English, including Jared Talbot. With the Wampanoag menace removed he and his family could move permanently into the South Purchase. Talbot became the first settler and built a small frame house near the river close to where Sunken Brook River joins the main stream. Although the Talbots were soon joined by others, the growth of this isolated community was slow. By the time of Jared Talbot’s death in 1686 there were probably fewer than twenty families in the South Purchase.5

Talbot’s eldest son, Jared, inherited most of his father’s land, and the other children had little to share beyond a few household belongings. Their fortunes and that of the Purchase were unaffected in 1691 when Plymouth Colony was absorbed by its larger and more prosperous neighbor, the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Aside from the fact that the government of all of Massachusetts was in Boston, and the Plymouth settlers were no longer their own colony, there was little alteration in the patterns of life. The Old Colony died with barely a whimper and few regrets. The rhythms of farming life were interrupted occasionally in the countryside by a bit of boatbuilding, brick-making, timber-cutting, iron-forging-but these were all peripheral to the raising of crops and families.

Taunton’s peace and harmony were shaken in 1708 by a characteristically New England disturbance-controversy over the location of a church. Since the first settlement of the South Purchase, its people had traveled seven miles to Taunton in order to worship. It was always inconvenient, and tolerated only because the Purchase did not have enough worshippers to establish a separate congregation. Believing that they now had a sufficient body, in October 1708 the churchgoers of the South Purchase petitioned the Massachusetts General Court for permission to form a new congregation. Recognizing the threat this represented (i.e., loss of parish income), the stable members of the Taunton congregation issued a strong dissent and asked the Court to deny the petition. After years of disagreement the issue was finally resolved in 1712 when the South Purchase was incorporated as a new town-Dighton.6

The new town was home to successive generations of Talbots who remained struggling farmers, perhaps because there was too little land and too many Talbots. For example, Samuel Talbot, grandson of the founder, had eight children. Small wonder that a history of Dighton refers to his situation as “modest.” Upon his death he left his house to his son Benjamin, who in turn had fourteen children by two wives.

Despite their lives of toil and isolation the people of Dighton did enjoy the advantage of a connection to the sea. Although quite a small one, Dighton was a seaport. Along its river sloops, schooners and flat-bottomed scows and barges came and went hauling cargo and bringing strangers with tales of faraway places. Even if those places were only Newport and Providence, the boys on the town wharf who listened to sailors’ tales would have found those places as romantic as Brazil or Zanzibar. One of the boys who came to listen and wonder was Silas Talbot, Benjamin’s youngest son, born in Dighton on 11 January 1751.

Vessels that brought sailors with tall tales could also deliver lethal cargo such as smallpox. No seaport in America, including little Dighton, could escape this disfiguring and often fatal disease. The winter of 1763-64 was particularly severe. Remembered by the people of Dighton for its blustery cold and heavy snow, the season was cursed even more by the arrival of the dreaded pox. Among those struck was Benjamin Talbot.

Through the unusual cold of that winter he grew weaker, and as his life ebbed away, in the presence of his wife and eldest sons Zephanias and Samuel, he dictated his will. He had little to leave. In land he owned less than a hundred acres; it was divided between Zephanias and Samuel. Zephanias was also to inherit his father’s yoke of oxen. To his daughter Hannah he gave his bed. His remaining possessions, such as they were, he distributed among his fourteen children. For two months after signing his will Benjamin Talbot remained “in languor and pain.” In February, having made his peace with the probate court and the Lord, Benjamin died.7

To Zephanias and Samuel fell the task of seeing to the care of their stepmother, Mary, and the minor children. Among the youngsters was Silas, age twelve. Zephanias and Samuel appear to have dealt with Silas in a time-honored way. They indentured him to a local stonemason, from whom he might acquire a useful trade. It is a matter of record that Silas learned the skills of a bricklayer, and his later life testifies that he was a good one. But bricklaying afforded too confining and mundane a life for someone of Silas Talbot’s ambition, a thing he seems to have determined even as a boy. So too did Dighton. The best route out of town was down the river. Silas Talbot signed aboard a small coaster and headed for the Bay. For the next few years he spent his time as a sailor on sloops ferrying cargo up and down Narragansett Bay, over to Long Island and along the coast to Virginia and the Carolinas.8

Coasting out of New England was a prosperous business. Enterprising Yankees sent barrel staves, cod and foodstuffs south and came back with tobacco, rice, sugar and molasses. Sloops and schooners, small and cheap to build, dominated the trade and there were hundreds of them. Even without experience Talbot would have had no trouble finding a berth.

Life was exciting for this vigorous and handsome young man. In 1768, as a lusty seventeen-year-old, he met a woman a bit younger than he, Lydia Arnold of Warwick, Rhode Island. Just how and where the two met is not certain; but whatever the circumstances they had a child, a daughter Elizabeth. Silas and Lydia never married. Perhaps her family would not permit it. Both were young, and Talbot’s prospects were anything but promising. The child stayed with Lydia, and her older brother, Israel, took charge of his sister and illegitimate niece.9 It may have been this personal crisis that persuaded Talbot to leave the coasting business and settle ashore. Since there was nothing in Dighton to draw him home, he decided to seek his fortune in Rhode Island. He made a wise choice.

Rhode Islanders were proud of their radical past. Founded by Roger Williams and other religious renegades, the colony had earned a reputation for being a disputatious place and a haven for groups with obnoxious religious principles. Indeed, in many ways Rhode Island and Providence Plantations never quite shed the image conjured up by John Winthrop and the Puritan oligarchy that the Narragansett country was a moral sewer. In the generations since its first settlement, time and prosperity had muted a good deal of the colony’s legendary dissent, but not the energy of the inhabitants, who had gradually turned their attention away from God and toward Mammon.

By the middle of the eighteenth century Rhode Island, with its face set to the sea in trade and commerce, was a thriving, cosmopolitan corner of colonial America where two communities, Newport at one end of the Bay and Providence at the other, fought over every political, social and economic issue. This rivalry enlivened Rhode Island politics to the point where on occasion chaos seemed to reign. Such apparent disorder masked what was arguably the most democratic colony in America. It was a world in flux, where a young ambitious man might grasp political and economic opportunity. Not yet twenty years old, Talbot had neither capital nor family to establish himself in business; he did, however, have a skill. He was a bricklayer and stonemason.

His craft was an urban one. To practice it he would have to live in either Newport or Providence. At first glance Newport might seem the better choice. By nearly every measure this city that faced the Atlantic was richer and of greater eminence than its rival up Narragansett Bay. Newport had more than twice the population of Providence, and its harbor, nestled behind the protective rise of Goat Island, was deep, spacious and dotted with vessels from all over the growing British Empire. The town’s merchants trumpeted their prosperity, not an insignificant amount of it from the slave trade, by constantly building impressive houses, churches, a synagogue and even a library. There were lots of possibilities for a young bricklayer. But what made Newport so pleasing and promising also made the town vulnerable. It was, after all, on an island. It was a port without a secure hinterland. Should there be any disruption of trade on the Bay or along the coast, Newport would suffer more than Providence.10

While Providence might lack the gentility, apparent prosperity and worldwide connections of Newport, it enjoyed the advantage of a sizable hinterland from which products might be drawn and an energetic merchant elite led by the redoubtable Brown brothers. By 1770 Providence was living up to its name. Fed by an influx of young artisans and laborers, the population was growing at a rate four times that of Newport. Among those who had abandoned the countryside for the streets of Providence was Benjamin, one of Talbot’s older brothers. He moved from Dighton sometime in the mid-1760s and was working in the town as a laborer. Even that lowly existence was preferable to poverty in Dighton, and Benjamin’s “success” helped bring young Silas to this city-in-the-making where a growing population required construction of homes, churches and commercial buildings. It was the right place for a bricklayer. It may also have been the right place for a father who wanted to be close to his new daughter living in nearby Warwick.11

Sometime in 1769-70 Silas Talbot settled in Providence. He came with some advantages. His family and friends back in Dighton, with whom he always kept in contact, could supply him with at least two of the essential materials for his trade, bricks and lath. Then there was Benjamin, his brother. Although he seems not to have had any special skills, he could assist his younger brother as a friend and laborer.12

Earning five to six shillings per day, the average wage for skilled artisans, Talbot put aside enough money in two years to purchase a lot of land from Job Olney on Weybosset Street, in one of the town’s less fashionable, and hence less expensive, neighborhoods. In this small way Silos Talbot launched his lifelong pursuit of property, a land quest that would take him from Rhode Island, to New York, Philadelphia, Vermont and eventually to the Kentucky frontier. Land meant security. It guaranteed that he would never again be poor and without prospects.13 And land meant something more than security. It meant status. Land ownership, even in small amounts, held out the promise that someday he would be known as a gentleman.

One of Talbot’s neighbors was Barzillai Richmond, known in Providence as the Deacon or Colonel. Richmond was one of the founders of the Benevolent Congregational Society, a group that had split off from the First Congregational Church of Providence during the Great Awakening. The Awakening, America’s first great revival, was in part a conservative reaction to the stale liberal theology that had grown so common in eighteenth-century America. In the case of the Church in Providence some members, Richmond among them, became convinced that their pastor, Josiah Cotton, was too fond of “damnable good works.” Disgusted with him they left and founded what they called, ironically, the Benevolent Society. In 1752 they built their own meetinghouse on the west side of the river in the same area where Talbot and Richmond now lived. Richmond was known not only for his religious conservatism but also for service in the French and Indian War, in which he had risen to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. While no one would suggest that the Richmonds belonged to the elite of Providence-they did not sup, for example, with the Browns-nonetheless they were several rungs higher on the social ladder than this newly-arrived bricklayer/sailor from Dighton.14

Throughout his career Silas Talbot would manage to marry well, and in Providence he took an interest in the Colonel’s daughter. Whatever the Colonel might have thought about the advances of this rough-hewn young man toward his daughter, on 7 March 1772 Silas Talbot and Anna Richmond were married. Although there is no reason to suspect that Silas did not love Anna, it was a union blessed with great social advantage.

Within a few days of his marriage Talbot bought more land. He made the purchase from his father-in-law with the intention of building a home close to the Richmonds. It took slightly more than a year to finish the job, but in November 1773 Talbot noted proudly in his daybook, “moved into my house.” The transition came none too soon. He needed space for his growing family. In the summer of 1773, while his house was yet unfinished and he and Anna were living with the Richmonds, his son Cyrus was born. And by the time the Talbots packed to move into their new home Anna was pregnant again.

The Talbot household was joined by another person as well—a young male slave named Primus, bought late in December 1772 from Kezia Carew. Primus was the first of many slaves that Talbot would own during his career. Indeed, whenever he lived where slavery was legal Talbot owned a slave. This is hardly surprising since Talbot’s world tolerated slavery and many Rhode Islanders, both in Providence and Newport, were deeply entangled in the trade. Furthermore, owning a black servant was a mark of status.15

Talbot did well in Providence, and by early 1774 he had built a prosperous construction business. At various times he had as many as four men working for him, and judging by his account book there were dozens of chimneys, plaster walls and stone structures in Providence that bore the mark of his craftsmanship. Keen to advance his enterprise and influence, Talbot invested his profits in other businesses. His account books reveal ventures in selling general merchandise, including rum, molasses and other such commodities, as well as lending money out at interest. By buying property and slaves, and moving beyond manual labor into trade and “banking,” Silas Talbot had advanced a long way from his Dighton beginnings.16

His increasing prosperity in Providence was accompanied by family tragedy. In the winter of 1773-74, shortly after the Talbots crossed the threshold of their new home, Cyrus, less than a year old, took sick and died. In the midst of their grief the parents found ready distraction, for barely had the death been recorded than a new son was born. The baby was named Cyrus after his unfortunate brother.17

Conspicuous by her absence in Talbot’s growing family was his illegitimate daughter Betsey. She continued to live in Warwick with her mother and uncle. Although her thoughts on this matter have gone unrecorded, it seems unlikely that Anna could have been unaware of Betsey’s existence. For his part Talbot recognized his responsibility and sent money to Israel for Betsey’s support. For the time being, however, it must have seemed best for everyone that Betsey remain in Warwick. Her presence in Providence would be an embarrassment for all.

By most calculations, at age twenty-three Silas Talbot was a man with a promising future. It had been eleven years since his father’s death and the orphaned boy’s sudden apprenticeship to the world beyond the Dighton farm. In that time he had learned a trade, been to sea, bought property and married well. Talbot must have appreciated his good fortune, and perhaps he also understood that his prosperity and future were tied to that of
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THIS DRAMATIC DEPICTION of the burning of the Gaspee, an engraving based on an oil painting, was published in 1856. The real event may have been this dramatic, although the raiders, men from the Providence waterfront, were not dressed as Indians—a detail borrowed from the Boston Tea Party.

(All rights reserved. the Rhode Island Historical Society. RHi X3 119: J. Roger,)



Providence. Here he could take comfort, for the town was thriving and bid well to surpass Newport in population and wealth. According to the census of 1774 Providence’s population stood at 4321 and was growing rapidly. There were in the town 655 families, 370 horses and 278 shops and stores. Providence could boast of a half-dozen distilleries as well as several tanneries, sugar houses, grist mills, chocolate houses and two spermaceti-candle works. Stretched out along both sides of the Providence River for more than a mile, the town had a pleasing prospect in every sense of the word. Ironically, though, it was not trade and industry that would secure Providence’s future. It was politics.18

From the very moment they came into existence as outposts and resources of England, Rhode Island and her sister colonies had faced a persistent problem that threatened to divide them from the mother country. The issue was the nature of representative government and what sovereignty Parliament and King might exercise over the American colonies. For most people the issue, when recognized at all, was distant and philosophical. The British Empire was, after all, barely a century old. Despite the establishment of colonies in the early seventeenth century, the concept of empire did not emerge until the period of the Restoration. The economic and political relationships of colonies to the mother country, particularly those settlements that predated 1660, were by no means clear. Unless there was some practical issue, all parties were in implicit agreement that the matter was worth avoiding. Sir Robert Walpole’s notion of “salutary neglect” is a glib reminder of British policy of the time and testimony to the triumph of expediency over principle. Despite the impression it gave of unity and strength, at its core the Empire was a fragile creation. Just how fragile became apparent in the wake of the Treaty of Paris in 1763.

Everywhere in the Empire, from Providence to Calcutta, news of the Treaty was received with great joy. By its terms the long war with France was over. England was victorious. The Empire had been enlarged. For Americans in particular the news was good, for by the terms of the Treaty Canada was now British. No longer would New Englanders fear being attacked by, in the words of the great Boston divine Cotton Mather, “half-Indianized French and half-Frenchified Indians.” In Boston, Providence and elsewhere bonfires were lit in celebration, parades mustered, church bells rung and barrels of rum tapped. Such rejoicing proved premature. The former Prime Minister, William Pitt, whose policies had guided the King’s forces to victory, expressed his doubts when he described the treaty as “The Peace that Passeth Understanding.” His skepticism was born of experience, for while the treaty brought vast new territories into the King’s realm it brought not a farthing into the treasury. If ever the treasury needed money it was in the mid-1700s after years of war had saddled the kingdom with huge debts and burdensome taxes. For the young King George III and his ministers there was no task more urgent nor more difficult than finding ways to replenish the nearly empty coffers of an Empire close to bankruptcy.

It was the quest for revenue that would lead Britain into the troubled waters of debate over authority and rights in the colonies. From 1763 to the rupture in 1776 the King and his ministers stumbled blindly ahead seeking ways to get revenue out of their overseas settlements. Each new measure-Sugar Act, Stamp Act, Townsend Duties and others-brought with it a dearth of revenue and a wealth of opposition.19

As a people dependent upon trade and long accustomed to independent behavior, Rhode Islanders detested the new revenue measures. They saw them as unconstitutional invasions of their rights as free-born Englishmen. They took every opportunity to express their opposition, not only by normal political action but also with an occasional violent outburst. The burning of the Gaspee was one of these outbursts.

His Majesty’s schooner Gaspee arrived in Narragansett Bay in March 1772 at the opening of the colony’s trading season. Her commander, Lieutenant William Duddington, held orders to enforce the laws on trade, with a particular charge to halt the outrageous smuggling activities of the Rhode Island merchants. Duddington took his job seriously, and seems to have disliked the Rhode Islanders as much as they disliked him. More than once he overstepped his bounds-by boarding vessels, many of which were obviously engaged in legitimate trade, by stealing cattle and supplies from local farmers, and in general by being an arrogant intrusion into the life of the colony. On the afternoon of 9 June Duddington, to the glee of those who watched from shore, failed to heed his chart and an ebbing tide. He ran his schooner hard aground on Namquit Point (now called Gaspee).

Not a moment was to be lost. John Brown, Providence’s most important merchant and a notorious smuggler, organized a party to visit the distressed Gaspee. With Brown along, but led actually by Abraham Whipple, a party of thirty to forty men, recruited hastily from the waterfront, rowed quietly down the Bay. As they drew near the grounded vessel Ouddington called for them to identify themselves. With a bravado characteristic of the men of the Bay, Whipple hollered back: “I am the sheriff of the county of Kent, G-d d-n you. I have got a warrant to apprehend you, G-d d-n you; so surrender, G-d d-n you.” Duddington answered in kind and a me lee followed as Whipple’s men scrambled aboard the schooner. One of the Rhode Islanders fired at the Lieutenant, hitting him in the groin. Duddington fell to the deck murmuring “Good God, I am done for.” He was wrong. The wound may have been excruciating, but it was not fatal. While Ouddington lay in agony, Whipple pushed towards him and, with a belaying pin held high, shouted out, “Stand aside; let me dispatch the piratical dog.” Duddington, according to reports by Rhode Islanders, begged for his life. Whipple spared the Lieutenant’s life, but put him and the rest of his crew into a small boat which was set adrift. Once rid of the crew Whipple set Gaspee on fire.20

The wounding of a King’s officer and the destruction of a Royal Navy vessel was no small matter. The ministry in London ordered a special commission to Rhode Island to take evidence for a prosecution. Should the culprits be found it was the intention of the government to remove them from the colony for trial elsewhere. Ignoring the cause of the action, the patriot faction in Providence and elsewhere pointed to these unusual proceedings as examples of dreadful tyranny. The Providence Gazette protested the coming of the commission, and the town meeting denounced it as well.

The commissioners arrived in Rhode Island in January 1773, presented their commission to the local authorities, and then tried to go about their business. It was all a farce. Little evidence could be found, and amnesia spread among potential witnesses. No one in Providence seemed able to recall the event. The commission’s conclusion, as stated by one of the commissioners, Judge Daniel Horsmanden of New York, was that the Gaspee was destroyed by “a number of bold, daring, rash, enterprising sailors, collected suddenly from the neighborhood.21

Whether Silas Talbot was one of those sailors is uncertain. It is curious that shortly after the event, as the investigation was beginning and suspects were being sought, Talbot went “sick to Dighton” for sixteen days. Whether or not he ever boarded the Gaspee, Talbot, like other patriots in Providence, was incensed by all the recent intrusions of the British government into their lives. It is likely that in matters of sovereignty and natural rights Silas Talbot was an intellectual onlooker. He was never much concerned with abstract issues. When it came to the practical affairs of Providence, however, Talbot had every reason to be concerned, and he would have been quick to defend those interests closest to his life and his enterprises.

While the aftermath of the Gaspee incident continued to stir passions in Providence, events taking place in Boston aroused fear and anger among Rhode Islanders. Through newspapers, committees of correspondence and a loose association of groups variously described as “Sons of Liberty,” people in all the colonies were being kept informed of developments in Boston, the capital of sedition. By the early 1770s Boston was seething with discontent. Bostonians, organized in their town meeting and led by Hancock, Adams and others, were ready to express themselves. And although the “bold, daring, rash, enterprising sailors” of Providence had already expressed their discontent on the decks of the Gaspee, and though local pride might not allow them readily to admit it, the Rhode Islanders looked to Boston to show them the way.

Boston showed the way on the evening of 16 December 1773, when a group of patriots, lightly disguised as Indians, dumped several hundred chests of British East India Company tea into the harbor. In Providence the action was celebrated. In London the emotion was horror. His Majesty’s government reacted with a series of intemperate acts that proved very unwise. They first closed the port of Boston and then added to the insult by arbitrarily altering the colony’s form of government. They also required that troops be housed in private homes and that officers accused of capital offenses be tried elsewhere at the discretion of the governor.22

The alarm from Boston struck a resonant chord in Rhode Island, and by the spring of 1774 Rhode Islanders were organizing with a martial spirit to defend their rights. The colony did have a regular militia organization, but it was small and suspect. A good many of its senior officers were alleged to have Tory sympathies. Furthermore, the old militia organization, hardened by tradition and smacking of elitism, could not accommodate the swell of new volunteers. Everywhere throughout the colony independent military companies were formed. Providence led the way, and Silas Talbot rushed to join one of the new companies. It was an opportunity not to be missed. In ordinary circumstances this Providence bricklayer could have aspired to little more than a non-commissioned rank in the old militia; the new companies, anxious to fill their ranks, were less encumbered by the old social standards and more generous in granting officer commissions. Generous enough, in fact, to commission Talbot a Lieutenant.23

Three nights a week Talbot and his company drilled in a Providence sugar house. By candlelight and under the watchful eye of an old British army veteran, the company learned the rudiments of drill, tactics and weapons. The people of Providence took pride in their companies, the Gazette noting proudly that “the several military companies in and near this Town have been indefatigable in their Endeavors to obtain perfect Knowledge of the Art military.”24

As the political crisis deepened, the need for intercolonial cooperation became more apparent. On 17 May 1774, the freemen of Providence, Talbot among them, called for a convention to consider the rights of Americans. Others followed, and when the First Continental Congress assembled in Philadelphia, on 5 September 1774, Rhode Island was present. The Congress adjourned on 26 October after passing resolutions condemning the actions of the British government and calling for a boycott of British trade. Before leaving Philadelphia the delegates agreed to reassemble on 10 May the following year. Many left the meeting, however, believing that reconvening would not be necessary. They were confident that King and Parliament would listen to American grievances and cease burdening the colonies with troops, taxes and high-handed acts.

Whether Talbot believed this would happen is uncertain; nevertheless, the news from the Congress would likely have done nothing to lessen his determination to stand ready to fight. He and many others were already “the young men of the Revolution,” whether they realized it or not. Shortly after the Continental Congress adjourned, the Newport Mercury remarked that “there is now such a martial spirit running through the country that tis thought by next April North-America will be the best disciplined of any country in the world.” The comment was prophetic.

Within hours of the events of 19 April, 1775, news of the battles at Lexington and Concord arrived in Providence. Immediately the call went out for the militia to assemble. Talbot’s company, along with the others, assembled but did not march. It was best, in their judgment, that the company remain in Rhode Island. The colony was deeply split. Ships of the Royal Navy were in the Bay and the governor, Joseph Wanton, had shown himself a Tory. For the moment at least the company was needed at home.
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THE BATTLE OF Bunker Hill as engraved by Bernard Romans In 1775 shows Charlestown burning and a furious face-to-face engagement typical of eigteenth-century warfare. Silas Talbot was with his regiment in Providence on June 17, 1775, but soon would be on the hills overlooking Boston, dug in for the winter of 1775-6 to watch British activity in the town and harbor.

(Courtesy Massachusetts Historlcal Society)









Chapter Two
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The Revolutionary Years:

Boston to Philadelphia

By the time the Second Continental Congress assembled, the spirit in the country was more martial than peaceful. Indeed, on the day delegates took their seats, 10 May 1775, Ethan Allen and his Green Mountain Boys seized Fort Ticonderoga and its store of cannon “in the name of the Great Jehovah and the Continental Congress.”

It took a few days for the news from Ticonderoga to reach Philadelphia, and in the meantime the delegates had a stack of reports to read. Most of these were depositions from people who had been at Lexington and Concord. Some of the accounts were accurate, others were simply false, but in either case they served the purpose of exciting the Congress and stiffening their resolve to resist the “tyranny” of King and Parliament.1

Mixed in with the emotional and lurid accounts of events in Massachusetts was a formal request from that colony’s Provincial Congress. They wished to know if the Continental Congress would take direction of the army then collecting around Boston. The Massachusetts authorities were fearful that the thousands of militia that had gathered, many from other colonies, would look to them for support. Who would sustain these troops was one issue, another was the confusion of command. No one was certain for how long militia from other states would abide the authority of Massachusetts officers. It seemed to the Massachusetts Provincial Congress that, lest this gathering of militia disappear, or worse yet become a mob, the gentlemen in Philadelphia ought, in the name of all the colonies, to take charge.2

When presented with the offer of an army, not all members of the Congress wished to accept. On 2 June the Massachusetts request was placed on the agenda and then quickly hustled off to committee. Events around Boston, however, overcame whatever unwiilingness might have been present in the body, and in the week following receipt of the Massachusetts petition Congress moved toward adopting the army at Boston. This “Continental Army.” needed a commander, a person of repute and a man who could symbolize national unity. In one of the wisest moves ever made by an American Congress, the delegates on 15 June elected George Washington, a Virginian, to command a Yankee army.3 As Washington was accepting the good wishes of his congressional colleagues, events in Boston were beginning to swirl around a place called Bunker Hill.

Two small hills rose from the Charlestown peninsula across the Charles River from Boston. Although a tangle of brush here and there and some wooden fencing were part of the landscape, for the most part the hills were sloping, open pasture. The one farthest west, and closest to the American main camp in Cambridge, was Bunker’s Hill. The easternmost was Breed’s Hill. Recognizing the importance of holding this high ground, the Massachusetts Committee of Safety ordered Colonel William Prescott to march by dark and entrench on Bunker’s Hill. On 16 June after sunset Prescott led his men onto the peninsula. In a blunder that has never been explained Prescott, contrary to his orders, bypassed Bunker’s Hill and instead established a series of positions on Breed’s Hill. Through the night British sentries on the Boston shore could hear the clanking of shovels and picks as they heaved up earth into ramparts. In the light of morning British officers atop Copp’s Hill could clearly see the American fortifications.

For the British there was no choice. The new commander in Boston, General Sir William Howe, gave orders for an attack. Somberly and in good order trains of barges crossed the Charles on the morning of the 17th bearing the regiments of the King. In preparation for the attack the ships of the Royal Navy laid down a barrage. Their shots were foolish and cruel. Unable to elevate their cannon to an angle sufficient to heave round shot at Prescott, their guns dropped missiles like rain into the town hugging the shore. The houses splintered and burned.

By midday the redcoats were ready. So were the Americans. Twice the red lines managed to make their way through the brush and over the fences in the heat and dust and smoke. Twice they came within range of American muskets. Each time the men behind the ramparts waited to fire at close range. Each time American fire tore through the redcoat ranks leaving gaping holes where men once stood. The field was littered with dead and dying soldiers. On the third assault the soldiers put their packs on the ground. Reserves were summoned. Once more they marched in cadence up the hill. The Americans remained silent again, this time less by plan than from a shortage of powder and ball. They fired again but with less ferocity and force. With the honor of the Empire and their regiments now at stake, the redcoats did not falter. They came over the ramparts, and in revenge for their fallen comrades they took a fearful toll of the American defenders. Nevertheless there were more than a thousand British casualities in the battle, prompting Nathanael Greene, the Quaker general from Rhode Island, to offer to sell the British more hills at the same price. The Americans who stood, fought and died on Breed’s Hill had proven beyond a doubt that the colonists could and would stand against the King’s army.4

Silas Talbot did not fight at Bunker Hill. For the time being at least he and his company remained in Providence. Other Rhode Islanders, however, were not content to wait. Already the Assembly had stretched the colony’s resources by ordering the militia to Boston, but in light of the new and more threatening situation some members demanded that additional measures be taken. On 28 June the Assembly called for six additional companies to be formed and sent north. Talbot stepped forward, offered to join and was quickly made a Lieutenant in the ninth company. He bade farewell to his wife, then seven months pregnant, made his last entry in his daybook, and marched with his men to Boston to join the second Rhode Island regiment commanded by Colonel Daniel Hitchcock. This regiment was taken into the pay of Congress, and on the first of July Talbot received another commission, this one signed by John Hancock, President of the Continental Congress, making him a Captain of the second regiment of Rhode Island.5

Talbot’s regiment was camped outside Boston on the third of July when Washington took formal command of this new army on Cambridge Common. The new Commander-in-Chief had to make sense out of what until then had been an ad-hoc organization. He divided his army into three brigades and stationed them in positions surrounding the British-a rough semidrcle from Medford in the north around to Roxbury in the south. The first and second Rhode Island regiments, commanded by James Varnum and Hitchcock, respectively, were brigaded together and placed under the command of Nathanael Greene. Washington ordered them to dig in at the Charlestown-Cambridge line near Greene’s headquarters on Prospect Hill. From there they could block any attempt by the British to sortie out of Boston via Charlestown.6

Siege warfare is tiresome for armies on both sides of the lines, and Boston was no exception. Aside from an occasional artillery exchange or some sporadic fire between pickets, very little happened. Inside the town British soldiers idled away their time while their commanders pondered the situation. Fortunately for the King’s troops the winter of 1775-1776 was relatively
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ARCHIBALD ROBERTSON WAS a British soldier and artist in Boston in the winter of 1775-6. This is his sketch of the heights of Charlestown as seen from British fortification on the Boston side of the Charles.

(The New York Public Library)



mild. Bivouacked in private homes, some of them left vacant by patriots who had fled the town, as well as in some public buildings, the British soldiers spent a reasonably comfortable winter. Major General John Burgoyne, “Gentleman Johnny,” an officer as skilled in courtly manners as in battle tactics, found time to put on a stage play in Faneuil Hall. He did this as much to anger pious Bostonians, who viewed the theater as the work of the devil, as to entertain his fellow officers. Other officers pursued less civilized amusements. One group actually tore the pews out of the Old South Meetinghouse and covered the floor with dirt so they might have a riding academy.

For the Americans the situation was less cozy. Talbot and his company, like virtually all the colonial militiamen, had little military experience. Drilling in the Providence sugar house might have fostered comradeship and boosted morale, but it bore little resemblance to the routines of warfare and camp life. For the 1200 men in the Rhode Island brigade, life watching over the redcoats soon centered on guard duty, sleep, food and maintaining camp hygiene. Greene, Hitchcock and Varnum were stem disciplinarians who brooked no nonsense in the ranks. Nonetheless, keeping novice soldiers busy was a chore. It was a relief in late fall when the order came down for the regiments to turn to and build barracks on Prospect Hill. Talbot’s masonry skills were appreciated, and the exercise kept both him and his men usefully occupied.7

Surprised by the resolute behavior of Washington’s army, and recognizing that they were outnumbered by a ratio of almost four to one, in late winter the British pondered withdrawing from the town. After informal assurances from Washington that the Americans would not attack while they were withdrawing, the British agreed that they would not burn Boston to the ground. The soldiers boarded their ships on 17 March and sailed off for Halifax, Nova Scotia. Washington entered the town and almost immediately began preparations to move his army to New York City where he rightly suspected the British would next move.

Greene wasted no time breaking camp and moving his brigade. The route of march to New York went through Providence, and by 2 April the Rhode Island regiments were back home, temporarily at least. In the meantime Washington was on his way south right behind them. On 4 April Greene sent orders to Hitchcock “to turn out tomorrow Morning to Escort His Excellency into town.”8

It was a proud moment for Silas Talbot. Dressed in the uniform of his regiment-“a Brown frock Fringed”—Talbot led the ninth company to the outskirts of Providence to greet the Commander-in-Chief. Joined by other Rhode Island units, they led Washington into town. All of Providence turned out, including Anna with Cyrus and her youngest, George Washington Talbot, born the previous September.9

Washington’s stay in Providence was brief; so, too, was Talbot’s. Greene marched his men to Norwich, Connecticut, at the head of the Thames River. From there he intended to take them downriver to New London and thence by transports to New York. Washington arrived in New London on the eighth. Almost immediately he was visited by Esek Hopkins, Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Navy. Commodore Hopkins had a problem.

Not long after creating a Continental army Congress faced the need for a navy. During the siege of Boston, Washington had engaged a few armed vessels to attack and capture inbound British supply ships. Their success inspired some members of Congress to more ambitious plans, and on 13 October 1775, acting on a proposal from the Rhode Island delegates, Congress authorized the outfitting of two vessels. This date marks the birth of the Continental Navy. A few weeks later, on 2 November, eight additional vessels were purchased, and in an act of fantasy and hubris on 22 December Congress authorized the construction of 13 frigates. Experience would prove that the men in Congress were woefully ignorant of the huge task they were assigning themselves and their nascent navy. To command this navy Congress had commissioned Hopkins, a member of a powerful Rhode Island clan. Hopkins was a former West Indies trader, privateer and brother to Stephen Hopkins, a Rhode Island delegate to the Congress and member of the Naval Committee.

The problem Commodore Hopkins brought to the Commander-in-Chief was a consequence of one victory and one defeat in the recent past. In February of 1776 Hopkins had sailed with a squadron composed of nearly the entire Continental Navy, eight vessels, to the Bahamas. There he managed to surprise a weak enemy garrison and force them to surrender. He then stripped the fort of cannon and other munitions, loaded the booty aboard his vessels, and headed for Providence. It was an unlucky voyage. Near home his squadron came upon a small British frigate, HMS Glasgow. By every measure Hopkins should have had no trouble dispatching this single ship. That, however, was not what happened, for little Glasgow bested her enemies and sailed to safety. Hopkins then elected not to try for Providence but scurried with his damaged ships to the sanctuary of New London harbor. Dropping anchor at New London only increased his difficulties. He still needed to get his squadron home to Providence, but the smell of land was too much for his crew and they began to desert in droves. It was in these circumstances that he visited Washington to ask for help.10

In order to bring his squadron home to Providence, Hopkins needed crewmen. Not anticipating any immediate engagement with the enemy, Washington offered to loan Hopkins 200 men to be drawn from the Rhode Island regiments. Greene passed the word that “All those acquainted With Sea Service that have a mind to join the Admiral as Volunteer
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