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  Context


  Esther Forbes was born on June 28, 1891, in rural Massachusetts to a family steeped in American history. Her mother, Harriet Forbes, was an antiquarian specializing in the New England area, and the Forbes home was filled with relics of the region’s past. The Forbes family also eagerly traded folklore, particularly a story about an ancestor who was accused of witchcraft. From a very young age, Forbes began to read widely, paying particular attention to books on history and stories set within a historical context.


  After graduating from high school at the Bradford Academy, Forbes spent two years studying history at the University of Wisconsin. When the United States entered World War I, she left college to join the war effort. Just like Johnny Tremain, war transformed her life and her ambitions. Forbes spent several years working on a Virginia farm to produce food for the embattled nation, which she calls the proudest years of her life. After the war ended, she moved back to Massachusetts and worked as an editor at the Boston-based publishing company Houghton Mifflin. During this period she also devoted a lot of time to her own writing. She published her first novel, O Genteel Lady!, in 1926, and published four more historical novels over the course of the next decade. In 1942 she published her first nonfiction work, a biography of Paul Revere entitled Paul Revere and the World He Lived In, for which she won the Pulitzer Prize.


  While researching Paul Revere’s life, Forbes became increasingly interested in the colonial period, particularly in the Bostonians of the Revolutionary era. She decided to write a children’s book telling the story of a young Boston apprentice who witnesses America’s birth firsthand. Forbes began writing Johnny Tremain on December 8, 1941, the day after Pearl Harbor was bombed and the United States entered World War II. As the war waged on, Forbes was impressed with the way that young men and women were suddenly forced to become adults and take on weighty responsibilities. She admired their sense of self-sacrifice and their commitment to the cause of patriotism. Her observations of American youth during World War II helped her to understand the youth of the Revolutionary era and the ways in which they, too, were forced to grow up rapidly. These observations helped Forbes to develop the characters of Johnny and Rab. Johnny Tremain was published to widespread acclaim in 1943, during the height of American engagement in World War II. In 1944 Johnny Tremain received the Newbery Medal, awarded annually to the best book of children’s literature. After Johnny Tremain, Forbes returned to publishing novels for adults. Forbes’s best-selling book The Running of the Tide won the MGM novel award and inspired a motion picture. Her last work, Rainbow on the Road, spawned the 1969 musical Come Summer. Forbes died on August 12, 1967, after a long and fruitful career as a novelist, historian, and biographer.


  Though Johnny Tremain is one of only two books Forbes wrote for children, it is the work for which she is best known today. The novel has become standard reading for students because of its insightful and vivid portrayal of the events leading up to the Revolutionary War. During the time period that the book covers, colonial frustrations are reaching a fever pitch and threatening to erupt into war. In the wake of the French and Indian War, also known as the Seven Years War, England found itself heavily in debt and looked to the colonists to alleviate some of the financial pressure. Between 1764 and 1767, the British government enacted a series of new taxes targetting to the colonies, such as the Sugar Tax, the Townshend Acts, and the notorious Stamp Tax. Given that the war had been fought partly to protect the American colonists, the decision to raise revenue from within the colonies made some sense, but it outraged many Americans, who felt that they were being governed unfairly. Since Americans had no representative in Parliament, they argued that they had no say in how they were taxed or how their tax money was spent. The Americans called England’s unfair financial practice “taxation without representation.”


  The Americans responded to England’s actions by ignoring the laws, formally protesting the British violation of American rights, and finally by resorting to boycotts and outright violence. England repealed many of the taxes in response to American protest, and the years 1770 to 1773 saw a lull in the difficulties between the mother country and her colonies, although the rebel leaders continued to criticize England. In 1773, the year in which Johnny Tremain begins, this lull in civil unrest was broken. The disruptive incident was the infamous Boston Tea Party, during which young patriots, dressed as Native Americans, stormed a British ship and tossed its cargo of tea into Boston Harbor. This act of disobedience, and the British response, set off a series of events that led to the Revolutionary War. Johnny Tremain brings to life this series of events, and the lives of the men and women involved in them.


  Plot Overview


  Fourteen-year-old Johnny Tremain is the gifted appren-tice of Ephraim Lapham, a silversmith in Revolutionary-era Boston. The pious and elderly Mr. Lapham is more interested in preparing his own soul for death than in running his silver shop, so Johnny is the chief breadwinner of the family. Dove and Dusty, Lapham’s other apprentices, are expected to bow to Johnny’s authority, and Mrs. Lapham is determined to have Johnny marry her daughter Cilla. Johnny’s enormous talent and his special status in the Lapham household go to his head, and Johnny often bullies the lazy, insolent Dove, as well as Dusty and the four Lapham daughters. Although Mr. Lapham tries to contain Johnny’s arrogance, Johnny is unwilling to rein in his quick temper or impulsive acts.


  The Lapham’s fortune and Johnny’s fame as a silversmith appear to take a turn for the better when the wealthy merchant John Hancock puts in an order for an elaborate silver basin. Mr. Lapham hesitates to take on such a difficult project, but the rash Johnny accepts the job on behalf of his master. That night, Johnny reveals his family secret to Cilla. He is related to Jonathan Lyte, a wealthy Boston merchant. Johnny’s mother revealed his ancestry to him before she died and gave him a silver cup engraved with the Lyte’s coat of arms. She instructed him to steer clear of the Lytes unless he had no other recourse.


  Johnny struggles to design the silver basin’s handles, but he is dissatisfied with the result. After consulting Paul Revere, Johnny creates a mold for a perfect set of handles. While he is casting the wax model in silver, Dove deliberately hands him a cracked crucible. Dove’s intention is only to humble Johnny by playing a practical joke on him, but his prank results in a terrible accident that disfigures Johnny’s hand. No longer able to work as a silversmith’s apprentice, Johnny loses his status in the Lapham household. After the burn heals, Mrs. Lapham begins to complain of Johnny’s idleness and the expense of feeding him. She begins negotiating a business partnership with Mr. Tweedie, a silversmith from Baltimore, and forbids Johnny from marrying Cilla. Mr. Lapham urges Johnny to find a new trade, but promises to house him until he finds a new master. During his fruitless search, Johnny drops into Mr. Lorne’s print shop, where a Whig newspaper, the Boston Observer, is published. Mr. Lorne’s enigmatic nephew and apprentice Rab immediately intrigues Johnny. Johnny confides the story of his accident to Rab, and the boy promises Johnny a job delivering newspapers if he fails to find any skilled labor.


  Depressed and desperately trying to find a new craft, Johnny finally decides to approach Jonathan Lyte. He produces his silver cup as proof of their kinship, but Lyte accuses Johnny of stealing the valuable heirloom and has the boy arrested. Johnny appeals to Rab for assistance, and Rab not only finds a lawyer to defend him for free but also arranges to have Cilla testify in his favor. After Johnny is cleared of the charges, he tries to sell the cup to Lyte, but Lyte steals it from him. Only then does Johnny approach Lorne to ask for the delivery job.


  While delivering newspapers, Johnny becomes well acquainted with the key members in Boston politics and is transformed from an apathetic political bystander into an ardent Whig. The Lornes treat him kindly, as if he were a member of their family. Johnny participates in the Boston Tea Party, and becomes a confidant, small-time Whig spy, and errand boy for all the Whigs of Boston. During this period of Whig scheming, in the months leading up the Revolutionary War, Johnny slowly changes from a selfish, arrogant child into a selfless, idealistic man. Rab’s quiet influence teaches Johnny to control his temper, and the colonial situation provides Johnny with something larger than himself to care about. Johnny also matures through his growing recognition of his feelings for Cilla, who has gone to work as a servant in the Lyte home.


  On the eve of war between the colonists and Britain, the Tory Lytes plan to flee to England. Immediately before their departure, Lavinia Lyte approaches Johnny to tell him that she has investigated his claims of kinship and found them to be legitimate. She insists that her father had sincerely believed that Johnny was lying when he accused him, but admits that both father and daughter recognize that Johnny has a right to some of the Lyte property.


  Rab is mortally wounded when war breaks out in the battle of Lexington. Johnny is deeply shaken by Rab’s death, but he vows to continue the struggle for the human rights for which Rab sacrificed his life. Doctor Warren, an esteemed rebel leader, examines Johnny’s hand while Rab’s lifeless body lies upstairs. He discovers that the thumb is fused to the palm by nothing but scar tissue, and that Johnny’s handicap can be easily remedied with minor surgery. Although he cannot promise that Johnny will ever be a silversmith again, he assures Johnny that he will soon be able to fire the musket that Rab bequeathed to him before dying.


  Character List


  
    Jonathan Tremain - The protagonist of the novel. Johnny is the fourteen-year-old prize apprentice of the Boston silver-smith Ephraim Lapham. Johnny is a talented craftsman, but he is also arrogant, rash, and slightly cruel; he gains pleasure tormenting the two other apprentices, Dusty and Dove, by touting his superiority. When Johnny’s hand is disfigured in an accident, he can no longer work as a silversmith, and his sense of self is imperiled. As the rebellious colonists begin to fight England for their identity, Johnny finds a new life among the leaders of the Boston Whig party and finds himself transformed from a selfish youth into a patriotic young man.

  


  
    Rab Silsbee - Johnny’s best friend. With his quiet, unassuming confidence, Rab becomes Johnny’s model and guide as Johnny struggles to find a new identity. Rab introduces Johnny to the world of revolutionary politics.

  


  
    Priscilla Lapham - The third oldest daughter of Mrs. Lapham. Cilla is loyal, selfless, and caring. Although her primary devotion is to her younger sister, Isannah, Cilla’s feelings for Johnny help him to develop into a warm, patient, honest young man.

  


  
    Ephraim Lapham - A Boston silversmith. Mr. Lapham is a pious and kind man who acts as Johnny’s master before the accident that disfigures his hand. Mr. Lapham attempts to teach Johnny humility by referring to the Bible and reminding him of the dangers of pride and arrogance, but Johnny pays little attention to these warnings.

  


  
    Lavinia Lyte Tremain - Johnny’s mother. Lavinia Tremain defied her wealthy family’s wishes when she married Charles Tremain, a French prisoner of war being held in Boston. When her husband died, she raised Johnny on her own by sewing to make money. She revealed her wealthy origins to her son only on her deathbed.

  


  
    Charles Tremain - Johnny’s father. Charles Tremain, known in Boston as Charles Latour, was a French soldier taken as a British prisoner during the French and Indian War. While he was held as a prisoner in Boston, he met and wooed Johnny’s mother. After they married, Johnny’s parents traveled to France, where Charles died of cholera.

  


  
    Isannah Lapham - The youngest daughter of Mrs. Lapham. Isannah is selfish and vain, and beloved by Cilla. Isannah’s golden-haired, ethereal beauty attracts a great deal of attention, most significantly from Lavinia Lyte. Lavinia takes Isannah into her care and introduces her to high society, separating her from her family and their lower-class ways of life.

  


  
    Dove - An apprentice at the Lapham house. Dove is lazy, dishonest, and stupid. He is responsible for Johnny’s hand injury.

  


  
    Lavinia Lyte - Jonathan Lyte’s beautiful, arrogant, and regal daughter. Enchanted by Isannah’s ethereal beauty, Lavinia Lyte takes the child away from her family, and slowly weakens the bond between Isannah and her sister Cilla.

  


  
    Jonathan Lyte - A wealthy Boston merchant and Johnny’s great-uncle. Crooked and cruel, Lyte tries to make a profit by making friends on both sides of the colonial struggle, but as tensions mount in Boston, Lyte is exposed as a Tory. On the eve of war, Lyte and his family depart for London.

  


  
    Mrs. Lapham - Ephraim Lapham’s daughter-in-law. Mrs. Lapham is a dedicated, hardworking mother and a no-nonsense taskmaster to the apprentices. She works as the housekeeper in Mr. Lapham’s house.
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