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How to Use This Guide

Our journey to Boston in 1776 is designed for visitors with a flair for the dramatic, the historic, and the groundbreaking, as well as the commonplace—all in a town that has received a great deal of attention in our upstart new republic. The trip will take you to the stronghold of the American Revolution just after July 4, the day when the thirteen former British colonies renounced their loyalty to the Crown in the Declaration of Independence—a document drafted by Thomas Jefferson but brought about by the decade-long rebellion of the people of Boston. 

We’ll tour this Revolution City starting at the Long Wharf and proceeding through each neighborhood, stopping at the houses of the famous and the infamous, raucous taverns, contentious assembly halls, and other places key to the uprising. The last two chapters will take us just beyond Boston to nearby battle sites, and then we’ll discuss the practical matters you’ll need to know for your trip—lodging, transport, food, and the like. 

Revolutionary Boston may not be the town you’d expect. It’s much smaller than most of us envision, a little over one square mile, nearly an island. No bridges cross the Charles River, and the roads are dirt or cobbled. The town isn’t a cultural hub like Philadelphia, or a citadel of commerce like New York City. Instead, it’s a provincial port whose most prosperous days are behind it, but whose people’s fiery spirit and unmatched civic energy have become a model for other budding American revolutionaries to follow.

The book can be read in any order because a guide to Boston need not be any more linear than a walk through its winding streets. Let impulse lead you and you’ll discover a town vibrant and energetic, strange and unexpected—and with any luck, this guide can be a useful companion to your journey. 

    


    
Introduction

Why is Boston in revolt in 1776?

How did this insular little town founded as a theocracy in the seventeenth century end up at the forefront of a national revolution? Did the spirit of rebellion begin with its founding in 1630 as an enclave of religious dissent? Or did it begin almost sixty years later, when the townsfolk rose up against the hated royal governor Edmund Andros and had him arrested and jailed? Or was it during the 1730s and ’40s, when riots erupted over building new food markets (see p. 43) and impressing men into the Royal Navy? Or was it a combination of all those factors, or something else entirely?

Whatever the deeper reasons for Boston’s contentious spirit, it was on display most visibly from the 1760s through the current 1770s—a period that began with its residents honoring a fallen monarch of the House of Hanover and now sees them destroying the arms and emblems of that dynasty. Indeed, when mourning bells rang for King George II, it was the last commemoration of a fallen British head of state in Boston, and it preceded a new era of bitter conflict that began just a few months after George III took the throne in 1760. 

The time of revolution began with Bostonians suffering through “the great decay,” as their once-vibrant economy fell into decline. Only a few decades before, the town was the most populous in British North America, its shipbuilding industry the envy of other American ports, and many of its tradesmen, shopkeepers, merchants, and artisans making a comfortable living. It boasted a thriving waterfront, plentiful opportunities for commerce, and a fashionable sense of style that rivaled other major towns on the Eastern Seaboard. But the good times were not to last.

By the middle of the eighteenth century, New York and Philadelphia had taken away a good portion of Boston’s maritime trade and eclipsed it in population, while diseases like smallpox ravaged the health of the community. Businesses closed, unemployment rose, and fires burned down sections of the town. One-tenth of male residents died in foreign wars. Many of their widows were reduced to poverty, selling liquor by the drink on the waterfront or making ends meet as seamstresses, servants, laborers, or prostitutes. If they couldn’t find a job to support their families, they might have ended up in the almshouse or the workhouse, or had to beg from door to door, town to town, as part of a growing army of the impoverished known as the “strolling poor.” 

The selectmen in charge dreaded the high costs of caring for the destitute—and the high taxes laid upon others to support them—and petitioned the General Court for relief, to prevent residents from moving away to avoid the increasing taxes. As the town meeting wrote to the legislature in a 1753 petition, “numbers are gone already, more are going, others are preparing to go, and unless there be some remedy, the Town must be depopulated, and the Poor perish by themselves . . . [in] this Once flourishing but now sinking Town.” 

In an unfortunate coincidence, His Majesty’s empire was also struggling financially. Although Britain had emerged victorious in the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763), its national debt had exploded to £133 million, with £10 million—about half its annual revenues—required just to pay the interest. That meant the nation and its colonies shared in the burden of servicing the debt, and a good part of that burden fell on those whose livelihoods depended on exports and imports—Bostonians.

They already paid the highest customs duties in America: nearly nine thousand pounds went out of their pockets every year into the royal treasury, almost double what New Yorkers paid. Even worse, the Navigation Acts kept British North America from trading freely with foreign countries, and certain goods like molasses, sugar, tobacco, rice, cotton, furs, hides, naval stores, and iron had to transit through a British port so shippers could pay the required tariffs. Prime Minister George Grenville cited economic and cultural reasons for keeping America dependent on Britain for its material well-being while also stifling domestic manufacturing and keeping the colonists from selling finished goods to the rest of the world. This left Britain as the central, and often the only, legal market for their exports.

Another dilemma: Boston didn’t have much to offer the home country except the familiar goods of lumber, livestock, dried fish, whale products, potash, and rum—even as the British preferred rice, wheat, tobacco, and the other money crops of the more southerly colonies. So Boston faced a huge trade deficit, with exports a tough sell across the Atlantic and a flood of imports available at home at a discount. That left Boston’s economy in a precarious, almost primitive, state. Or at least it would have been if not for the smugglers. 

They were a curious lot, these smugglers, drawn from a variety of backgrounds and assorted political leanings, but always with this same end: to circumvent the system of customs laws and freely trade with whatever countries or territories would buy their goods. The most notable included John Rowe, a moderate merchant best known for his eponymous wharf; William Cooper, clerk of the town meeting; and William Molineux, hardware merchant turned radical patriot. The Crown also alleged the town’s richest man, John Hancock, stood among them. 

The smugglers knew the most lucrative markets were not in Britain but in the non-British colonies of the West Indies and Europe. There, they might unload casks of rum or whale oil in exchange for molasses, wine, textiles or tea, or a range of other commodities. Boston’s version of the so-called triangle trade also proved lucrative for traders willing to traffic in human beings, sending rum to Africa, slaves to the West Indies, and molasses back to Boston. It all made for a complex and risky practice that enriched a good number of already wealthy merchants even as it infuriated customs officials who saw the trade laws openly flouted. Superior Court justice and ardent loyalist Peter Oliver put it bluntly: “The Inhabitants of the Colonies were a Race of Smugglers.” 

The Crown attempted to stamp out the practice with the enhanced use of vice-admiralty courts to try violators of the law, and replaced laissez-faire officials like customs collector Ben Barons with a new, more aggressive breed of enforcement officers. In 1761, one of them, agent Charles Paxton, petitioned the Superior Court of Judicature (the highest court in Massachusetts) to allow writs of assistance to inspect houses, shops, and warehouses for smuggled goods without a warrant. This policy drove former Advocate General James Otis to give a speech to the court that claimed Parliament had no right to tax colonists without their representation and consent. A young John Adams was so impressed with the oration that he sided with the political faction known as the Whigs, who championed individual liberties against encroachment by the Crown. A number of other rising Massachusetts lawyers like Josiah Quincy II and Robert Treat Paine would follow suit. 

After the writs of assistance, Boston’s smugglers and customs agents became ever more hostile to each other, as Parliament passed more restrictive laws and gave customs agents new authority against those who broke them. The Revenue Act of 1764 lowered duties on foreign molasses from six pence to three pence per gallon but increased enforcement to reduce smuggling, allowing the Royal Navy to search ships up to six miles from shore and permitting the Crown, customs officials, and the royal governor to split the proceeds from any seized cargo—which many colonists saw as an open invitation to corruption. The law was more familiarly known as the Sugar Act, but Rowe and other merchants called it the Black Act. 

More outrages followed. The Currency Act of 1764 extended the ban on paper money in New England to combat inflationary effects of that currency (which tended to help debtors like farmers and smallholders), and the Stamp Act of 1765 created a new tax in the form of a revenue stamp on printed materials like legal documents, licenses, diplomas, pamphlets, and even playing cards and dice. For many, that act crossed the line.

Whigs argued the law showed Parliament had no desire to protect the interests of colonists or to allow them representation in government. The royal treasury would be enriched at the expense of their liberties and cripple any hopes they might have of gaining economic self-sufficiency. To make their feelings known, colonists protested in print and on the streets. In New York, delegates met in the Stamp Act Congress to develop strategy against the act. But it was the more direct, and violent, actions of Boston’s radicals that had the greater effect. 

Spurred by patriot clubs like the Loyal Nine, mobs attacked the homes and property of Crown officials, directing much of their fury against the man appointed to be the new stamp commissioner, Andrew Oliver. He was the brother-in-law of Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson, so not only did the appointment smack of nepotism but it also reminded Bostonians how much power the “better sort” wielded over them. On August 14, the mob ripped down a supposed stamp office, ransacked and vandalized Oliver’s house and gardens, and later forced his resignation at the Liberty Tree—the elm on the South End that was the symbol of the growing patriot movement. Less than two weeks later, another mob led by shoemaker Ebenezer Mackintosh dismantled and almost destroyed Hutchinson’s mansion, making off with much of his artwork, books, and currency, and scattering his effects along the street. 

The violence had an effect. The Crown discovered the Stamp Act was unenforceable, and the next year, Parliament repealed it. Bostonians reacted with fireworks and feasting on the Common and at the Liberty Tree. The celebrants praised the radicals who’d been most vehement against the act, especially Samuel Adams. His Sons of Liberty club had assumed leadership of the patriot cause from the Loyal Nine and developed a broad network of supporters to intimidate Crown officials and act against future attempts to pass or enforce new trade and tax laws. 

Nevertheless, the Crown’s taxation attempts continued.

At nearly the same time it repealed the Stamp Act, Parliament passed the Declaratory Act to emphasize its sovereign right to tax any of the king’s subjects. The same year, it passed the Plantation Duties Act to prohibit exports to any continental European ports roughly north of Spain. With each new law, radical patriots became more incensed. They especially condemned royal Governor Francis Bernard for enforcing the new revenue laws and the writs of assistance, with John Adams claiming that residents “are of one Mind about the Governor and absolutely hate and despise him.”

The year 1767 came with yet another indignity. The Townshend Acts were a series of measures sponsored by Charles Townshend, chancellor of the exchequer, to raise additional revenue for the Crown and to enforce compliance. For Bostonians, the most repellent provisions were the new levies on tea, paper, glass, lead, and colors for painters, and the installation of an American Board of Customs Commissioners to oversee the fundraising regime—which would be based in Boston.

Residents of Massachusetts were predictably livid over the latest measures, but it was Pennsylvanian John Dickinson who crystallized opposition to them throughout the colonies. In his widely influential Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, he claimed the measures had been enacted without local consent or representation, infringed on the rights of British subjects, enriched the salaries of royal officials, and were to be enforced by writs of assistance and other draconian methods. Dickinson’s letters galvanized hostility against royal officials and those who were appointed to oversee imperial trade policy. 

One of the most reviled bureaucrats was Customs Commissioner Charles Paxton, who had gone on from championing the writs to tangling repeatedly with merchants who tried to circumvent the trade laws he enforced. He and his fellow commissioners began to receive anonymous threats, with the hint of mob violence should they attempt to carry out their duties. But the most influential tactics against the Townshend Acts were devised by a group of merchants who drafted a nonimportation agreement in March 1768 to encourage domestic manufacturing and shun the import of British goods.

With the aid of the Sons of Liberty, the nonimporting merchants (who included a number of smugglers) gained public support and an advantage over their peers who didn’t endorse the agreement. They also had allies like hardware merchant William Molineux—called “the first Leader of Dirty Matters”—who used gangs of teens to harass those who trafficked in British goods. His makeshift army spattered importers’ houses with mud, insulted them in the streets, and laid a tar-blackened handprint on their property to mark them as suitable for—what else?—tar and feathers. Clerk of the General Court Samuel Adams did his part as well, warning in print that the Townshend duties were merely a prelude to the arrival of British troops and a new wave of Crown lackeys who would descend on Boston to enrich themselves and rob people of their liberties. In response, mobs associated with the patriot clubs paraded through the streets with cudgels and marched by the homes of officials and importers to threaten them with rough treatment.

Adams and James Otis drafted a circular letter (a widely distributed missive) to other colonies, claiming the Townshend Acts had been enacted without colonial representation and violated the right of citizens to enact their own forms of taxation. The legislative body of Massachusetts, the General Court, duly approved the letter, after which the British secretary of state, the Earl of Hillsborough, demanded they withdraw it. By a majority of 92–17, the assemblymen refused the order, and the “Glorious 92” became patriot heroes for their defiance. Silversmith and engraver Paul Revere even designed an exquisite silver bowl to honor them. But Governor Bernard dissolved the legislature, and the tension escalated.

It worsened dramatically in the spring of 1768, after shipping magnate John Hancock’s employees forcibly interfered with inspectors who tried to search one of his vessels. Customs commissioners were furious over the insult to their authority and later ordered the seizure of Hancock’s sloop Liberty for underreporting the amount of Madeira wine it carried back from Portugal. When the night came for the comptroller and port collector to take control of the vessel, sailors from the British frigate Romney were on hand to assist in the seizure, but a riot broke out first. The mob attacked the two officials and soon after ransacked and vandalized their homes and property. In fear for their lives, customs commissioners fled to Castle Island for protection, while press gangs from the Romney began forcing Boston men into service in the Royal Navy, which fueled even greater outrage. Governor Bernard felt the town was becoming ungovernable, and, with his assent at the end of the summer, the Earl of Hillsborough ordered troops to Boston to bring the town to heel. 

Parliament had already directed colonial legislatures to provide housing for the British military under the terms of the Quartering Act of 1765, and three years later, commanding General Thomas Gage, at the behest of Bernard and Hillsborough, took advantage of that law. He directed troops to occupy the town by stationing the 29th Regiment on the Common, part of the 59th on Griffin’s Wharf, and the 14th in Faneuil Hall and the Town House (after a debacle trying to house them at the Manufactory House). They also took positions at guardhouses, including a prominent one at the Fortification Gates on the Boston Neck, and claimed the right to question residents’ movements and interrogate them to hunt down deserters and subversives. 

For loyalists and Tories who had long feared radical mobs, the troop presence provided comfort, for—according to Anne Hulton, sister of a customs commissioner—“it is certain that our safety & quiet depends on the Army & Navy being here.” For Whigs and patriots, the occupation was an affront to their liberties and even their pocketbooks. On their off time, soldiers took jobs at workshops, docks, and ropewalks, working for wages less than those of hometown laborers and taking jobs away from residents who desperately needed them. More alarmingly, the British troops fought with local night watchmen who dared to question their movements after dark, and they behaved boorishly on and off duty. They drank to excess, and patriot newspapers reported their transgressions in detail. One journal condemned the “drunkenness, debaucheries, and other extravagances which prevail by means of the troops being quartered in the midst of a town, where distilled spirits are so cheap and plenty.”

Faced with the hostile attitudes of soldiers and royal officials, Whigs and patriots took out their frustrations on merchants who refused to commit to nonimportation. In 1769, a merchants committee demanded that the names of importers of British goods be published in newspapers, and that consumers refuse to do business with them. Mobs broke the shop windows of merchants on the list, defaced their signs, vilified them on broadsides, damaged their property, and threatened them with tarring and feathering or hanging. Even a newspaperman like John Mein, a vocal loyalist who published scathing caricatures of leading patriots and merchants in the Boston Chronicle, received death threats, was attacked with a shovel, and had to go into hiding in fear for his life.

By the winter of 1770, violence had become a common instrument of politics. First, a mob intimidated a local merchant, Theophilus Lillie, before attacking a customs informer named Ebenezer Richardson. When Richardson fired a weapon in his defense and killed a child named Christopher Seider, Boston patriots had a martyr to rally around and a new villain to condemn. Then another round of violence broke out at the ropewalks on the South End, as insults between rope workers and soldiers turned into fisticuffs and injuries. Many feared an even worse outbreak of mass violence would follow. 

That outbreak came just a few weeks later, on an icy day in March outside the Custom House. 

The episode began with insults exchanged between a sentry and a wigmaker’s apprentice, but it quickly escalated as a crowd surrounded the sentry and threatened him. The fracas drew eight 29th Regiment grenadiers from their barracks to provide assistance as the crowd grew larger—up to a hundred people—and included working men from sailors and artisans to day laborers and teenage boys. The crowd hurled rocks and ice at the grenadiers, who assumed a defensive posture in a semicircle with their muskets pointed outward. After several minutes, one soldier fell, and his weapon discharged; someone may have yelled “Fire!”; and the rest of the troops fired on the crowd. When the smoke cleared, three men lay dead on the snowy cobbles, two more would soon die, and six had suffered injuries. 

Patriots led by Samuel Adams channeled public outrage over the incident, calling it “the Massacre on King Street.” Paul Revere made a widely distributed engraving of it. The town meeting condemned the bloodshed and demanded the reassignment of army regiments to prevent any more violence between soldiers and residents. Acting Governor Thomas Hutchinson agreed to support the request, and the military withdrew the troops to Castle Island. The grenadiers’ commander, Captain Thomas Preston, faced arrest and imprisonment for his actions, as did the men under his charge.

Surprisingly, the main lawyer for the grenadiers’ defense would be John Adams, ardent patriot and Samuel Adams’s cousin. The younger Adams took the job to show the Whig faction was just as committed to protecting the traditional rights of British subjects (including trial by jury) as the Crown was to violating them. Through skillful legal maneuvers, Adams got a jury to acquit Preston of murder and, in a separate trial, helped five of the seven grenadiers to go free as well, though two would be convicted of manslaughter and branded on the thumbs. Samuel Adams and other radicals denounced the lenient verdicts, but the outcome did forestall another riot, at least for the moment. 

Also helping lower the temperature, Bostonians learned, in April 1770, that Parliament had repealed Townshend duties on all commodities except tea. Samuel Adams claimed the effort didn’t go far enough and argued the boycott of British goods should continue until all duties were removed. But the nonimportation movement across the colonies began to weaken. By the next year, it had collapsed, as imports increased by six times over what they’d been two years before, and the public eagerly bought British woolen textiles, beaver and felt hats, window glass, books, pewter, earthenware, cordage, nails, and wrought iron, as well as spices, sugar, coffee, china, and fabrics like silk, damask, and velvet. Soon, the tonnage of imports had never been higher, and Boston’s trade imbalance spiked—spelling trouble for its economy. Whereas most colonies could balance the new wave of imports with exports of raw commodities back to Britain, much of New England still had to rely on smuggling from the West Indies and continental Europe to make up the difference.

By the summer of 1772, the patriot movement was ebbing. It looked as if the new hunger for consumer goods, combined with the reduced military presence, might be enough to thwart whatever rebellious tendencies the townsfolk possessed. Nonimportation was no longer a cause that appealed to the majority of citizens, mob violence lessened considerably, and loyalists and Tories began to feel confident about their political prospects. Governor Hutchinson even contrived a scheme for the Crown to pay his salary and those of appointed judges instead of having to depend on unreliable colonial legislators, who traditionally provided the funding. 

The governor made a serious misstep with this plan. When word of it leaked, Samuel Adams arranged for the town meeting to draft and release a forty-three-page pamphlet-letter that claimed his proposal was a template for tyranny, and that the rights of British citizens would surely suffer at the hands of unaccountable royal officials. The letter went out to 260 other towns in Massachusetts, encouraging them to set up “Committees of Correspondence” to share news and coordinate strategy “to state the rights of the colonists and of this province in particular” against their infringement by the Crown.

While correspondence committees had first been used against imperial policy eight years earlier, only now did they achieve real momentum. Within one year, about half the towns contacted set up their own committees, and they soon appeared in most other colonies from the Carolinas to New Hampshire. Patriots praised the idea of a “government of committees” that could act as an alternative to a corrupt royal bureaucracy, while Tories called the concept “the foulest, subtlest and most venomous serpent ever issued from the eggs of sedition.”

After Hutchinson’s royal-funding mistake, his luck only got worse. Benjamin Franklin discovered some letters he had written to the British undersecretary of state four years earlier, when he was still the lieutenant governor. The content was explosive, with Hutchinson arguing, “There must be an Abridgment of what are called English Liberties. . . . I doubt whether it is possible to project a System of Government in which a Colony 3,000 miles distant from the parent State shall enjoy all the Liberty of the parent State.” Franklin entrusted the letters to the care of Assembly Speaker Thomas Cushing, who put them in the hands of Samuel Adams, who then released them to the press. Widespread outrage followed over the governor’s apparent indifference to individual rights, and he felt compelled to return to Britain to defend himself and his conduct. Before Hutchinson left, though, he would have to watch as Bostonians took the most important step on their road toward revolution. 

In May 1773, Parliament passed the Tea Act to reduce the retail price of that commodity and encourage consumption of some of the seventeen million pounds of tea the East India Company had stored in its London warehouses (since the company was in a perilous state of indebtedness and needed to reduce its inventories). The plan was to ship two thousand chests of the leaf to four major American towns along the Eastern Seaboard, with “tea consignees”—approved wholesalers—signing for the cargo and selling it to other merchants. Eventually, the commodity would retail for a price comparable to the prices charged by smugglers, who mainly received their product from Dutch colonies.

The smugglers were, of course, unhappy about this turn of events. Since they provided up to three-quarters of the 1.2 million pounds of tea consumed in British North America, the economic cost to them would be huge if the Crown’s latest trade gambit succeeded. In coordination with their allies in the Sons of Liberty and other patriot clubs, they raised the specter of the East India Company dumping mass quantities of tea on the American market, acquiring a monopoly over it, and distracting colonists from the even greater crime of still having to pay the duty retained from the Townshend Acts. 

By the fall, opposition began to spread, and tea consignees like Richard Clarke came under pressure in print and on broadsides to resign their positions. They refused, even when threatened with injury to themselves and their businesses. So Samuel Adams resorted to the town meeting to stop the landing of the tea, first at Faneuil Hall and then at a series of mass meetings at the Old South Meetinghouse that drew up to five thousand people—a third of the town’s entire population. Speakers demanded protection of colonists’ political and economic rights from the Crown’s latest affront, and vowed to resist “the ill effects of tea on the constitution.” 

Although in other major port towns efforts to avert a crisis succeeded, in Boston, they came to nothing. Governor Hutchinson simply wouldn’t allow the three tea ships that had arrived (a fourth ran aground near Provincetown) to depart Boston Harbor once they had entered it. This meant that at midnight on December 16, 1773, the product would be received whether Adams and the population approved of it or not.

A few hours before the deadline, hundreds of men in disguises marched through the South End to Griffin’s Wharf, where the three ships sat at anchor. Forcing their way aboard the vessels, they intimidated the captains and crew to keep them from interfering with their plans. Over a few hours, the men took control of 342 chests of prime East India Company tea, broke them open, and scattered their contents into the water. No one was killed and few were injured, but the Destruction of the Tea, as it was known, resounded across the Atlantic in a way few riots ever had.

Parliamentarians were infuriated by what they saw as a bald-faced act of sedition. Three months later, they began passing a series of laws known as the Coercive Acts, or in America, the Intolerable Acts. Among them, the Port Act was the most punitive to the local economy, closing Boston Harbor to all but military vessels until residents repaid the financial loss of the tea. The act also moved the colonial capital to Salem and relocated the custom house to Plymouth. Even worse politically was the Massachusetts Government Act, which gave the royal governor (instead of the Assembly) the power to choose councilors by “writ of mandamus” and to appoint sheriffs and other officials, and it abolished the town meeting except by permission of the governor. Then, there was the Administration of Justice Act, which allowed for the trial of accused Crown officials to take place in England instead of the colonies, thus putting them out of reach of justice as some patriots feared. The Quartering Act, meanwhile, allowed army commanders to house troops in barns and unoccupied buildings, regardless of how their owners felt about it.

The Port Act in particular had a devastating effect. Residents refused to pay any monies to the Crown for the detested tea, so they had no choice but to see their harbor closed by force of arms. Boston spiraled into a depression, with unemployment spiking, shops closing, merchants becoming bankrupt, food supplies dwindling, and diseases like smallpox spreading. Prominent merchant John Rowe said, “Poor Unhappy Boston. God knows only thy wretched Fate. I see nothing but misery will attend thy Inhabitants.” John Adams wrote to his wife, Abigail, “The Town of Boston, for ought I can see, must suffer Martyrdom: It must expire: And our principal Consolation is, that it dies in a noble Cause.” 

To survive, Bostonians had to relocate or rely on charity from the rest of the region. Colonies as far away as Maryland and Virginia sent barrels of pork, wheat, bread, flour, corn, and other staples by land, and residents of the countryside offered what produce they had to keep people from poverty and starvation. Still, it wasn’t enough. At the harbor, the wharves stood empty, and the only water traffic came from the Royal Navy unloading new regiments to reoccupy the town. Even loyalists like Anne Hulton were shocked at the baleful effect of the law, describing Boston as “now a very gloomy place, the Streets almost empty, many families have removed from it, & the Inhabitants are divided into several parties, at variance, & quarreling with each other, some appear desponding, others full of rage.”

By the middle of 1774, Thomas Hutchinson had left America and turned over his governorship to General Thomas Gage. Gage dissolved the elected Assembly, issued a proclamation threatening anyone who signed a covenant refusing to buy British goods, and revoked the charter that had governed Massachusetts since the previous century. He appointed a governor’s council of loyalists and selected judges and other officials who would support and uphold his policies. But many of his handpicked favorites would not serve on the council or on a bench where they were despised by the great majority of residents, and Gage soon learned his power was limited. As one account put it: “With all the support furnished by a royal governor, royal judges, and a royal army, the courts could not sit, jurors would not serve, and the people would not obey. Sheriffs were timid, councilors resigned their places and soldiers deserted. Meanwhile the colonists were busy, maturing their plans in clubs, caucuses, and conventions.”

Indeed, Gage’s power over Massachusetts didn’t extend much beyond Boston and Salem and whatever territory his regiments occupied. Away from his control, Whigs and patriots promoted a new boycott of British goods, especially tea, and encouraged other colonists to join them by way of the Committees of Correspondence. They also elected their own legislature, the Provincial Congress, which was held in Concord and later Cambridge, comprising 262 members drawn from two hundred towns in Massachusetts. This functional alternative government passed laws and resolutions against the interests of the Crown, despite the general’s threats against its members. 

Radical patriots took even stronger measures. In June 1774, Samuel Adams and Joseph Warren drafted the Solemn League and Covenant, which encouraged men and women to sign their names to a pledge to shun British goods and not do business with those who sold them. Two months later, Warren drafted the Suffolk Resolves to spur towns in Suffolk County to oppose the Coercive Acts, support nonimportation, refuse to pay taxes to Gage’s government, and assist citizens to set up their own local governments and militia. 

At this point, the Committees of Correspondence were sharing news and coordinating strategy among all the colonies of British North America, and patriots used them as an organizing tool to send delegates to Philadelphia for unified action against Parliament and the Crown. In August, John and Samuel Adams joined Robert Treat Paine and Thomas Cushing as the Boston delegation to what came to be known as the Continental Congress, composed of fifty-five delegates from all colonies except Georgia. The body adopted a “Continental Association” to prohibit importation from and exportation to Great Britain and its colonies. Seven thousand colonists joined inspection committees to ensure compliance with the plan, which would stay in effect until Parliament repealed all its recent duties, reduced the power of the admiralty courts for customs regulation, and quashed the Coercive Acts.

While Whig politics were taking a turn toward the revolutionary, General Gage was busy turning Boston into an armed camp. Four regiments occupied the Common, with twenty-two field pieces for three artillery companies, and he stationed additional detachments at Fort Hill, Castle Island, and other strongholds. He fortified the Neck, preventing easy access by land, and enforced martial law to allow sentries to arrest any citizens they deemed suspicious and to gain the upper hand against rebel factions Gage believed to be plotting against his rule. 

Many with Whiggish or patriot sympathies attempted to leave town, either by the carefully guarded Fortification Gates or over the water, taking care to avoid British gunboats on patrol. They did so to avoid poverty or starvation, or to escape the abuse they sometimes endured at the hands of Gage’s troops. More than a few soldiers drank to excess and got into regular scuffles with night watchmen and market vendors, while the loudest offenders shouted abuse from coffee house balconies—“the most vile, profane, blackguard language as ever was express’d”—or threatened to hang anyone they didn’t perceive to be loyal to the king. 

Gage himself was concerned enough about such behavior that he increased the severity of corporal punishment against offenders in a bid to improve relations between the military and the residents. But some of his senior officers, known as “fire and sword men,” found the torments of the townsfolk perfectly acceptable, for “nothing but the Bayonet & Torch will ever Bring this Country[’s] People to reason.” 

Patriot leaders were well aware of the threat Gage’s forces presented against the colony. Accordingly, the Provincial Congress organized groups of militia drawn from men who could be ready to fight at short notice—called “Minute Men”—as well as a Committee of Safety to oversee security. Because a third of all able-bodied men in Massachusetts had already served in the Seven Years’ War, and many of them had access to weapons and powder, finding potential soldiers to counter any British invasion of the interior would not be difficult. More challenging would be to find leaders who could train and command them. Nonetheless, military preparation continued until Massachusetts fielded the rudiments of an army that could hold its ground against a British incursion, or so the leaders of the Congress hoped. 

However, while Americans seemed to have sufficient martial spirit, flintlock muskets, and charcoal for gunpowder, they lacked enough saltpeter and sulfur to make that powder. Two-thirds of it would have to be imported from Spanish, Dutch, and French colonies, among other sources. Parliament recognized the lack and, by the end of 1774, outlawed the transfer of munitions to the colonies to keep them from being any better armed than they already were, and to hamper colonials in a military conflict that now looked inevitable.

It was Lord Dartmouth who prompted that conflict in a January 1775 letter to Gage. As the colonial secretary of state, he ordered the general to reestablish royal authority in Massachusetts and to “arrest the principal actors and abettors in the Provincial Congress.” He also promised that three more regiments and seven hundred marines were on the way to reinforce his troops. Gage received the message three months later and acted swiftly to fulfill Dartmouth’s edicts. He would arrange to seize the arms depot at Concord, though he was more hesitant to arbitrarily arrest rebel leaders.

On April 15, Richard Devens, a ranking member of the Committee of Safety, learned from his Boston spy network that Gage was planning some sort of deployment, based on the disposition of the general’s forces. He conveyed this news to his superior Joseph Warren, chair of the committee, who still lived in occupied Boston and did not delay in assigning men to alert the countryside that an invasion was at hand. Chief among these were the tanner William Dawes, who would take the message over the Boston Neck while it was still accessible, and the versatile artisan Paul Revere.

Revere had two of his associates ascend the steeple of Christ Church to alert patriots in Charlestown of the news, using paired lanterns to signal that British forces would be crossing the Charles River and making their way into the Massachusetts interior. To ensure his message got through, Revere rowed with two other allies across the Charles, borrowed a horse, and galloped westward to alert the countryside. He announced his message along the way, until the land resounded with drums beating and bells ringing, as part of an alarm system that Revere had helped to set up before his ride. When he arrived in Lexington, he told Samuel Adams and John Hancock, both staying at a parsonage, that they were in danger of arrest.

Around seven hundred British troops reached Lexington at dawn on the morning of April 19. They met a small force of seventy-seven rebel militiamen on the town green and ordered them to disarm. Shots rang out, and eight of the defenders lay dead before the British decided to continue on to Concord. By that point, Hancock and Adams had already escaped to safety outside the town. 

At the Concord River, the redcoats secured the North Bridge and continued on to Barrett Farm in search of arms and powder, most of which had already been moved elsewhere. They burned the remnant of munitions they found before hundreds of militiamen arrived and skirmishes broke out. A few hours later, the soldiers began to retreat to Boston, but only after two thousand patriots had assembled to confront them. Taking cover behind buildings and trees, sheds and rock walls, the militiamen assailed the British troops from all sides and pursued them over eighteen miles of countryside. The soldiers eventually returned to the safety of Boston Harbor and artillery support from the Royal Navy, but by then, they had suffered a shocking three hundred casualties—versus only ninety-three for the Americans. It was an unexpected patriot victory and the first battle in what would come to be known as the War of Independence.

After the battles, fifteen thousand militiamen deployed around Boston and cut off British troops from access to the interior, leaving the only British resupply routes by sea. As doctor James Thacher wrote in his Military Journal, “The country militia, in great numbers, have arrived from various parts of New England; and the town of Boston is now invested on all sides, and thus is the whole royal army reduced to the humble condition of a besieged garrison.”

General Gage realized the peril of this position, and he plotted strategy to gain the initiative. He suspected that countless subversives hid among the citizenry in Boston, and that patriots were only waiting for the right opportunity to advance from Roxbury by way of the Neck. He moved the troops stationed on the Charlestown Peninsula back to Boston and locked down the Fortification Gates, though he permitted Whigs and patriots to leave if they relinquished their weapons, and loyalists to return from the countryside for their own safety.

With the most prominent summits on the Charlestown Peninsula unoccupied, patriot leaders saw an opportunity to command the heights and bombard British positions. The Provincial Congress ordered the commander of the Massachusetts militia, Artemus Ward, to seize the 110-foot-tall Bunker Hill. On the evening of June 16 and the early morning of the next day, Colonel William Prescott led a force of what would become 940 troops to cross over to the peninsula and the high ground overlooking Boston.

But Prescott and his subordinates did not fortify Bunker Hill; instead, they defied the Congress’s instructions and chose the much smaller Breed’s Hill on which to build a redoubt—much closer to British troops occupying Boston. The militiamen worked overnight to build the earthen wall of the fortification and surrounding breastworks, and they were joined by the New Hampshire troops of Colonel John Stark, who took positions in rows behind a low wall along a beach of the Mystic River.

General Gage could not allow the rebels to hold such a position so close to his own forces, so he ordered the newly arrived General William Howe to attack the redoubt and take back control of the peninsula. Howe’s men reached the area by the early afternoon of the next day, engaging in a furious series of assaults against the patriot lines and incinerating the town of Charlestown. However, they could not breach those lines: veteran troops, like the Royal Welch Fusiliers, suffered 80 percent casualties along the beach, and two successive attacks up the slope of Breed’s Hill produced nothing but staggering British losses.

As the day wore on, the British received needed reinforcements while the defenders’ ammunition began to run out. Howe ordered his grenadiers to make another assault up the slope. They endured even more casualties but made gradual progress until they reached the redoubt and seized it with hand-to-hand combat. The rebels made an orderly retreat toward the neck of the peninsula, with their worst loss being newly appointed General Joseph Warren, who came late to the battle to serve as a common infantryman. 

For the British, the victory was Pyrrhic: a loss of more than a thousand fighting men, or two and a half times that of the rebels. In Boston, hundreds of wounded soldiers filled makeshift hospitals in private homes and taverns, and the army’s feeling of invincibility gave way to the reality of having to fight a hard, relentless campaign. Within weeks, General Gage was out as royal governor, and William Howe became the commander of British forces. 

Patriots soon realized their loss on the peninsula might be a kind of victory. Their troops had performed well under fire, exhibited as courageous a performance as the redcoats, and held out until they could no longer do so. But militia commanders became a target for criticism, with generals like Artemus Ward singled out as incompetent for failing to resupply Prescott’s men with ammunition or to provide anything but a token amount of artillery support. Luckily, though, new leadership was on its way. And that leadership would come from a Virginian named George Washington, who would lead not a state militia but a newly organized, intercolonial Continental Army to try to drive the British out of North America for good.

In August 1775, King George III responded to the bloodshed and disloyalty of his American subjects by declaring them in “an open and avowed Rebellion, by arraying themselves in hostile Manner to withstand the Execution of the Law, and traitorously preparing, ordering, and levying War against Us.” His remedy was for his officers and soldiers to suppress the insurrection and to “bring to condign Punishment the Authors, Perpetrators and Abettors of such traitorous Designs.” The king’s statement was dramatic but didn’t change the situation on the ground, where the British were now trapped behind siege lines from which they had no easy escape.

It was a trap partly of their own making. The Neck was now nearly impregnable, artillery batteries stood at Fort Hill, Fox Hill, Copp’s Hill, and the Trimountain, grenadiers occupied barracks on the Common, floating batteries prevented movement across the Charles River, and Bunker Hill’s summit had been turned into a British stronghold. But for all Gage’s efforts, the departing general had still left Dorchester Heights open and unoccupied.

Within Boston, the garrisons took fire from rebel batteries surrounding the town, as siege artillery sent round shot and mortar bombs into the camps and sometimes hit churches, public buildings, and private homes. The sound of gunfire echoed through the streets from skirmishes, and church bells tolled for the dead with morbid regularity, until the British military finally put a stop to the practice. Food became expensive, with low-grade meat only occasionally available, and a small cut of lamb costing a great sum. With most fruit and vegetables hard to find, scurvy and malnutrition spread among the troops and the population. As John Andrews said, dining in Boston meant eating “[p]ork and beans one day, and beans and pork another, and fish when we can catch it.”

Firewood, too, was hard to find and usually appropriated for military needs, so some residents were reduced to burning twigs and branches, or even horse dung. Disease spread faster than ever, and not just the familiar plague of smallpox but “diarrhea, dysentery, food poisoning, malnutrition, pleuritical disorders, respiratory infections, arthritis, rheumatism, scurvy, and typhoid-typhus.” Most Congregational ministers fled town and couldn’t provide aid to the victims, but New North Minister Andrew Eliot stayed, writing, “I can do little for God & his people, but hope my tarrying here has been of use. I am continually employed in visiting the sick, who are numerous, in attending the prisoners.”

Looting and crime were rampant, and some Bostonians felt it necessary to stay in town and endure the siege just to protect their property. However, they couldn’t stop British officers from commandeering their homes for lodging, nor could they prevent British soldiers from tearing down their fences, trees, houses, barns, and wharves for firewood; or vandalizing the inventories of merchants; or throwing their barrels of salt, sugar, and flour into the river (perhaps in revenge for patriots doing the same thing to British tea chests).

The army resorted to arbitrary arrest and detention to punish the townsfolk, sometimes for minor “offenses” like complaining about soldiers stealing from private homes, arguing politics or questioning the war, or just walking around without a pass. The son of the headmaster at Boston Latin (closed like other schools) was arrested and charged with being a spy, and the son of the publisher Benjamin Edes was accused of storing weapons and jailed for 107 days, given only bread and water for the first sixty-three of them. 

By the turn of 1776, many in the British military understood the situation was hopeless, and that their efforts to counter the rebels might be better spent elsewhere. Under the command of General Howe, they made plans to relocate to New York, but not before General Washington made a surprising move. In early March, his troops, under the command of John Thomas, used the distraction of a cannonade to occupy Dorchester Heights with hastily built fortifications and with emplaced cannon to fire upon British garrisons on the South End. The gambit worked, and Howe felt it necessary to speed up his withdrawal. Under an implicit agreement with Washington not to destroy the town if the regiments could leave without facing attack, Howe and his men prepared to depart.

In the process, they somehow vandalized Boston even worse than before. They scattered tree limbs, iron balls covered in spikes, and other impediments along the streets to prevent militiamen or subversives from chasing them on their way out. They packed up their powder stores, cannon, and ammunition, stripped workshops of their tools and valuables, and wrecked the nonmilitary boats in the harbor. Eldad Taylor, a member of a local committee of safety, reported, “The ministerial butchers have robbed the warehouses and shops of all the best goods they could carry, and destroyed what they could in their hurry. They destroyed the furniture of the houses, broke the windows, chairs, desks, tables, &c. They loaded their vessels so deep that they threw overboard much of their lumber, which floats on the water.” John Rowe put it more simply: “There never was such Destruction & Outrage committed any day before this.” 

Once the army had moved its plundered goods into the holds of Royal Navy ships, the troops boarded those ships and took more than a thousand loyalists with them, sailing onward to New York, to Halifax, Nova Scotia, or back to Great Britain. In Braintree, Abigail Adams witnessed the massive evacuation and saw the masts of the 170 ships at sail, writing, “They look like a forest.”

In the aftermath of March 1776, only a few thousand souls remained to brave what was left of Boston, but others slowly returned. They came back to find overgrown yards and gardens, missing fences, and gutted buildings. They found churches like Old North Meetinghouse disassembled for firewood and Old South Meetinghouse converted into a riding school. Abandoned wagons and carts, spiked cannon, and assorted junk littered the streets, while empty docks and pilfered stores added to the bleak atmosphere. The damage to the homes of leading patriots was arbitrary: John Hancock’s mansion, occupied by General Henry Clinton, stood in fairly good shape, while Sam Adams’s house had been vandalized and ruined beyond repair.

Three days after the evacuation, patriot troops at last passed through the Fortification Gates with their regimental colors flying and drums beating. Dr. James Thacher reported, “While [we were] marching through the streets, the inhabitants appeared at their doors and windows; though they manifested a lively joy on being liberated from a long imprisonment, they were not altogether free from a melancholy gloom which ten tedious months’ siege has spread over their countenances.”

The residents and their leaders took action to fix what was broken. In the town meeting and other civic gatherings, they laid plans to clear damage from the streets, get foodstuffs to markets, elect town officers, reopen schools, and make sure the town wouldn’t burn from a lack of fire equipment. However, they also knew many homes would have to be wrecked and rebuilt, and several churches were so damaged, they wouldn’t reopen for years. But the Thursday Lecture tradition was quickly revived for those seeking comfort in the promise of salvation, with Andrew Eliot the presiding minister. 

And now, in the summer of 1776, the fortunes of Boston seem to be slowly reviving. More people continue to trickle back to town, a growing number of public services are available, and the townsfolk are doing what they can to aid the success of the Continental Army. About 70 percent of the men in Massachusetts will join that army, and Spain and France have authorized one million livres’ worth of munitions for the patriot cause, including thirty thousand muskets, three hundred thousand pounds of gunpowder, and twenty-five thousand uniforms for the troops. Local ships and gunboats have driven the last British warships from the outer harbor, and the port of Boston is finally reopened to commercial traffic after two years of closure.

Most important, on July 18, the Declaration of Independence was read out from the balcony of the Town House to cheers along King Street and throughout town. Thirteen blasts resounded from the surrounding hills, and according to Dr. Thacher, a “detachment of artillery in King Street discharged their cannon thirteen times; which was followed by the two regiments in thirteen separate divisions; all corresponding to the number of the American United States.”
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The Harbor and Harborside

It’s no small challenge to visit Boston in July 1776. It’s a time of war and rebellion, economic upheaval and social turmoil, and traveling will put you at hazard. To reach the town by sea, you’ll sail past fortified islands and gun batteries and hostile naval fleets; to reach it by land, you’ll navigate a tortuous inland route to a single point of entry on the Boston Neck (see p. 183). Either way, it’s a hard journey, but well worth it. Because Boston is the seedbed of the American Revolution, and there’s no place in America quite like it.

By sea, you’ll arrive in Boston Harbor on a schooner, or perhaps a sloop. You might find a willing captain to give you a berth on a cargo ship, but more likely you’ll have to sign on as a crew member at a dockside tavern or shipping office at one of the other American ports. (More dangerously, you can serve aboard a privateer that intercepts enemy commerce.) Be aware of the risk: Even though the last British man-of-war left the harbor in June, the Royal Navy still harasses nautical traffic in the Atlantic. If you’re intercepted, you might be abducted and held prisoner, or impressed into service in the war, or face a barrage of cannon fire and go down with your ship.

Most visitors won’t meet such a fate, and the odds are you won’t either. You’ll be in the company of ten to twenty sailors whose hard-earned experience crossing Massachusetts Bay helps them avoid its hazards. Your vessel will be carrying anything from codfish and lumber if it hails from a New England port, to tar and pitch if from North Carolina, to corn and oats if from the Middle Colonies. But it won’t be carrying the goods of Great Britain. King George III has forbidden trade with his former colonies in British North America ever since he declared those colonies in “open and avowed Rebellion,” and Parliament passed the Prohibitory Act to cut off their economic lifeline. As we know, the colonies have responded to these acts, and those before them, by renouncing the king and declaring their independence.

The bay stretches about forty miles from Cape Ann to Plymouth, with Boston Harbor roughly in the center. To reach the harbor, your crew will navigate a series of shallow channels and shoals. You’ll pass islands with colorful names like Spectacle, Apple, Hog, and Bird, or more disturbing ones like Snake, Ragged, Hangman, and Graves. Two of the largest are Governors Island, with its expansive orchards and gardens, and, more importantly, Castle Island, a mile to the south. It’s far from a pretty sight, with fortifications and outbuildings riddled with burned wood and walls scarred from fire damage. But it’s well worth exploring, because this island is your entry point to the War of Independence. If you can persuade your captain to drop anchor, you’ll see why.

Namely, it’s a critical stronghold guarding the entrance to the harbor, essential for blockading shipping and for firing on enemy vessels. The British once emplaced two hundred guns, built towers and magazines and extensive fortifications, and named it Castle William after one of their kings. From this post, Commander William Howe oversaw the movement of eleven thousand troops, most of whom were stationed here or in the town proper during the Siege of Boston. When General Washington broke the siege and forced those troops to evacuate, Howe did his best to destroy the fort. His men incinerated the barracks and sank the ammunition in the bay, detonated what was left of the magazine, and burned everything else to render it useless for the Continental Army. As one witness described it, “in 20 minutes the whole was in flames. The repeated Shocks and Explosions of the Mines; the whole Scene most beautiful and Awful from the general Conflagration.” 

Surprisingly, they didn’t succeed, at least not in full. Washington ordered army officer and part-time artist John Trumbull to douse the flames and take possession of the site, salvaging what he could. And as you can see, when you explore the island, most of the earthworks remain standing, 150 cannon are in various states of repair, and a team of builders and engineers is working to reconstruct the fort and its batteries. One of them might even be master silversmith Paul Revere, now holding the rank of lieutenant colonel and stationed on the island for its defense. 

Away from the guns, there are the remains of barracks and quarters where soldiers and officers stayed, along with loyalists to the Crown. When he was lieutenant governor, Thomas Hutchinson found refuge here to keep a safe distance from mobs, as did other officials and their families. One of them was Ann Hulton, who relocated to the fort after the massacre outside the Custom House. As she wrote to a friend in Liverpool, “We never thought ourselves more safe from the Sons of Violence, than at present. . . . Yet our Security and the continuance of it, under a kind Providence depends on Circumstances, Chiefly the Authority & Support of Government.” The government withdrew that support in March 1776, when 1,100 of Hulton’s fellow loyalists were forced to flee the island along with the army, most of them never to see their home country again. 

Once you’ve explored the ruins and reconstruction of the fort, return to the ship and secure your place on deck. Your captain will set a course for Boston proper, avoiding the Dorchester tidal flats to the south and the bars and islands to the north. Within a few miles, the town will rise into view. It’s built on a two-mile-long peninsula, capped by great hills to the north and south, and adorned with a dozen church steeples. These are the tallest structures in town, up to 175 feet high, and seem to be reaching skyward to ask for God’s favor. 

If sufficiently inspired by the sight, you may be tempted to cry out to God yourself, as Governor John Winthrop did in a 1630 sermon, that Boston is “a City upon a Hill” where “the eyes of all people are upon us.” He also warned that if the townsfolk incurred divine disfavor, “we shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy servants, and cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us.” You can decide for yourself if that prophecy has come true.

As you sail closer, northern Copp’s Hill and southern Fort Hill will appear at opposite ends of a great crescent called the Town Cove. Near the center of the cove is the Long Wharf, flanked on each side by the decrepit Barricado, a failed attempt at a breakwater built in the late seventeenth century. The wood-and-stone barrier was designed to provide protection for the town, with gun emplacements to ward off the ships of European enemies and narrow entrances to allow passage for the ships of allies. It’s now a ruin, collapsed along much of its length and good only for damaging the hulls of unwary vessels and providing a quarry for builders in need of heavy stones.

Sail past the Barricado and you’ll reach Boston—City upon a Hill, former capital of the Massachusetts Bay Colony and Province of Massachusetts Bay, and a hotbed of rebellion. However, many of those who sparked that rebellion are not in town. The bigger names are in Philadelphia attending the Continental Congress, or fighting in Washington’s Continental Army, or deployed in militia protecting the coast and countryside. But it doesn’t take an encounter with a famous revolutionary to get a sense of revolution. Ask any dockman working the wharves or artisan looking for employment what they think of recent events, and they’ll be glad to tell you. Most will curse the king, endorse the war, and offer their hopes for a new independent nation, even if they disagree about what exactly that might mean.

One thing is certain: Almost everyone wants the town to recover from the last decade of conflict, chaos, and financial near ruin. Not only have trade and commerce been crippled, but due to the exodus of patriots before the siege and the exodus of loyalists after it, the town has plummeted from more than 15,500 citizens to 2,700 and is only now recovering some of those residents. One of them might be you if you choose to stay and contribute your talents to its rebirth.

First, though, you’ll have to debark at the Long Wharf as your crew prepares to moor. Stretching a third of a mile into the harbor, the wharf is laid out like a linear city, its north side lined with wooden shops and warehouses, the south side with docks and quays. Before the British trade embargo, the shops sold beaver hats and silks, imported fabrics and lace, among many other items. These days, the offerings are more scarce, but the wharf is still a hub of commerce where newcomers jostle with locals to secure the best deals on commodities from linen and canvas to gunpowder and snuff. Much of it comes from the ports of greater Massachusetts or other former American colonies, but every day, more merchandise becomes available from overseas, ever since the Continental Congress in April declared American ports open to the commerce of all nations—except Great Britain, of course. 
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