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Foreword


DAVID McCULLOUGH



HISTORIANS AND BIOGRAPHERS are forever encountering unsung heroes and often such figures enliven the work as little else can, for along with the delight of discovery comes the satisfaction of giving credit where credit may be long overdue. Naturally we each have our favorites.

From my own experience, I think of Emily Warren Roebling, about whom I knew almost nothing before embarking on a history of the Brooklyn Bridge. When her husband, Washington Roebling, the chief engineer, became stricken with the bends and was confined for years to a sickroom overlooking the project, she became his “strong tower,” as he said: secretary, nurse, his all-important, if unofficial, first assistant, taking part in decisions of every kind, small and large, and representing him to the outside world. Without her, he would have been forced to give up. Without him, the project would have foundered.

Another who was there when needed, and who never received the acclaim deserved, was the great civil engineer John Stevens, whose courage and determination, quite as much as his professional ability, made all the difference in the grim early stages of the American effort to build a Panama canal. Few today know anything about him.

I think too of the first Theodore Roosevelt, the father of President Theodore Roosevelt, who had none of the burning need for attention and the love of glory that so characterized his namesake but whose good works, and many public and private kindnesses, combined with an unfailing sense of civic duty, set an example for a whole generation of New Yorkers. Seldom has a city had a better citizen.

Many of the most memorable stories of heroes past are of seemingly ordinary men and women who took on what appeared to be impossible tasks, and with astonishing results. The story of young Revolutionary War officer Henry Knox and the expedition to retrieve the guns of Ticonderoga, vividly told here by Tom Wicker, is one of the best I know, a true and authentically heroic adventure if ever there was.

Heroes are also often those who come to the rescue in moments of crisis, and among the unsung variety I am drawn particularly to another Revolutionary War stalwart, John Glover of Massachusetts. On August 29, 1776, under the cover of night and a fortuitous fog, John Glover and his Marblehead mariners rescued George Washington and his army from certain defeat and capture, ferrying them across the turbulent East River from Long Island to New York, a feat of exceptional bravery and nautical skill. Later it was Glover and his men who transported Washington across the Delaware to launch the surprise Christmas attack against the Hessians at Trenton. In Boston, a statue of Glover stands on Commonwealth Avenue, but probably not one passerby in a thousand has any idea who he was or how much is owed to him.

Consider Admiral Uriah Levy, one of the few Jewish naval officers of the last century, without whom Jefferson’s Monticello would never have survived intact. When the sadly neglected old house went on the auction block in the 1830s, a decade after Jefferson died in bankruptcy, neither the federal government nor the state of Virginia, nor anyone else, stood ready to save it. Admiral Levy, an ardent admirer of Jefferson, stepped in, bought the house, and dedicated himself to its preservation.

Quite a few on my own list of unsung favorites were teachers. There was Jefferson’s own professor of mathematics and metaphysics, William Small of the College of William and Mary, who had an infectious, irrepressible interest in almost everything and of whom Jefferson would later say, he “probably fixed the destinies of my life.” Louis Agassiz, once the crown jewel of the Harvard faculty, his name a household word, transformed the teaching of the natural sciences in nineteenth-century America. Samuel David Gross, the brilliant Philadelphia surgeon, is remembered today, if at all, only as the central figure in the painting by Thomas Eakins called The Gross Clinic, done in 1875.

A man of humble origins, Dr. Gross became a commanding influence at Philadelphia’s Jefferson Medical College. He was a pioneer of modern surgery, one of the greatest of all practitioners and innovators in a period of accelerating progress in medicine, and the author of several of the most important surgical treatises of the day, including a text on wounds of the intestines that was invaluable during the Civil War. In the Eakins painting, he is portrayed dramatically as the teacher as hero, and that he was. In his Autobiography he wrote, “I never enter the lecture room without a feeling that I have a solemn duty to perform—and that upon what I may utter during the hour may depend the happiness and misery of hundreds, if not thousands, of human beings.”

But then, in their ways, all heroes are teachers, which is made evident again and again in the essays that follow and is among the prime reasons that this lively collection is of such immense value.





Timeline

1654   New Haven drummer Robert Basset asks for the right to vote

1660   Mary Dyer is hanged in Boston by Puritan authorities for proselytizing her Quaker faith

1774   John Chapman (later known as Johnny Appleseed) is born in Leominster, Massachusetts

1775-76 Henry Knox transports cannons from Fort Ticonderoga to Boston

1792   Former slave Thomas Peters leads a ship of free Blacks to a new life in Sierra Leone

1801   Representative James Bayard of Delaware ensures the election of Thomas Jefferson

1804-06 George Drouillard serves as an interpreter and hunter on the Lewis and Clark expedition

1841   John Quincy Adams argues for the freedom of slaves who revolted on the Amistad

1847   Nicholas Trist negotiates the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ending the Mexican War

1863   Ex-slave Susie King Taylor serves with the Thirty-third U.S. Colored Troops in South Carolina

1871   Victoria Woodhull risks her reputation by publicly proclaiming her support for Free Love

1875   Myra Colby Bradwell wins Mary Todd Lincoln’s release from false incarceration

1877   Emmeline B. Wells, ardent advocate of Mormon feminism, begins her thirtyseven-year tenure as editor of the Woman’s Exponent

1888   Deaf outfielder Dummy Hoy bats .274 in his rookie season in the Major Leagues

1892   Homestead mayor James McLuckie joins workers who go out on strike against Andrew Carnegie

1893   Florence Kelley is named Illinois’ first Chief Factory Inspector to crack down on sweatshops

1898   Admiral Dewey destroys the Spanish fleet at Manila Bay

1901   Frederick Funston captures resistance leader Emilio Aguinaldo to end the War in the Philippines

1910   J. C. M. Hanson begins his reorganization of the University of Chicago library

1914   Labor organizer O. Delight Smith leads a major textile strike in Atlanta

1918   Margaret Anderson begins publishing James Joyce’s Ulysses in the Little Review despite threats of censorship and criminal prosecution

1922   William Chandler Bagley speaks out against intelligence testing for sorting students

1923   Alice Paul drafts the Equal Rights Amendment

1926   Gertrude Ederle becomes the first woman to swim the English Channel

1930   Samuel Seabury opens his investigation into New York City corruption

1932   Alabama sharecropper Ned Cobb takes a stand against racial and class injustice

1942   Actor Lew Ayres stands on principle by seeking conscientious objector status during World War II

1943   John Basilone receives the Medal of Honor

1943   Carlo Tresca, impassioned opponent of both fascism and communism, is gunned down in Greenwich Village

1944   Caroline Ware joins her Howard University students in protesting Jim Crow

1949   Miriam Van Waters fights her dismissal as superintendent of the Massachusetts Reformatory for Women

1952   Sam Phillips establishes SunRecords

1961-63 Pauli Murray battles for her version of legal equality on the President’s Commission on the Status of Women

1964   White Mississippian Hazel Brannon Smith wins the Pulitzer Prize for editorial writing for her support for civil rights

1966   Edward Prichard vindicates his conviction for ballot stuffing by his appointment to Kentucky’s State Council on Higher Education




Introduction: Historians’ Forgotten Heroes


The interest these fine stories have for us, the power of a romance over the boy who grasps the forbidden book under his bench at school, our delight in the hero, is the main fact to our purpose. All these great and transcendent properties are ours…. Let us find room for this great guest in our small houses.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, On Heroism



EVEN THOUGH it has only four letters, “hero” is a big word, overflowing with connotations of Greek warriors, Roman gods, medieval saints, revolutionary leaders, and larger-than-life individuals performing extraordinary deeds or acts of courage. Every culture, in every age, has had its heroes—men (and, less frequently, women) who lead by example and uplift us all in the process. Many of these heroes become deeply embedded in national mythology. What would America be without George Washington, Sacagawea, Daniel Boone, Abraham Lincoln, Sojourner Truth, Jane Addams, Babe Ruth, Charles Lindbergh, Douglas MacArthur, and so many more?

Historians have sometimes created heroes by well-wrought phrases and carefully chosen stories, but more often of late, scholars and writers have seemed intent on picking apart the reputations of once-revered Americans. The late twentieth century has been especially unkind to the celebration of national heroes. This debunking has even reached the general public. Who today can talk of Thomas Jefferson without mentioning his slaves, or John Kennedy without speaking of his extramarital affairs? And yet our thirst for heroes continues unabated. The reasons are not hard to see. In May Sarton’s memorable phrase, “One must think like a hero to behave like a merely decent human being.” And as a sports-minded commentator put it once, “History is meaningless without heroes; there is no score before they come to bat.” This book is an attempt to enlarge and uplift our past rather than just to question it.

Anyone who studies the past, whether a professional historian or a casual reader, knows the happy serendipity of discovering an unknown or little-understood character. Here, thirty-five of America’s leading historians and writers, all members of the Society of American Historians, share their favorite stories of individuals who made a difference to their times and whose lives still stand as compelling models of heroism. Some of the characters were well known at the time and later forgotten; many never found popular recognition during their lifetimes. All have either dropped from the national collective memory or remain there only as caricatures or sketchy presences; all deserve far wider recognition than they have received. Covering the entire panorama of the American past, from settlement to the twentieth century, their stories offer a fresh way of thinking about America and its heroes, forgotten or otherwise.

At times it seems as if there are as many definitions of hero as there are heroic figures themselves. There are military heroes, political heroes, cultural heroes, folk heroes, and athletic heroes, and that doesn’t begin to exhaust the list. A hero performs some extraordinary feat or brave deed, such as saving a child from a burning building or rescuing comrades in battle. A hero exercises moral, ethical, or political authority and definitively affects his or her times. A hero is a “great man” or “great woman.” A hero represents what a society considers its best qualities at a given time, a model of behavior and character to which we aspire: “a jack—to lift people above where they would be without the model.” As Dixon Wecter put it in an influential 1941 book, The Hero in America: A Chronicle of Hero-Worship, “The hero is he whom every American should wish to be. His legend is the mirror of the folk soul.”

Why do heroes emerge when they do? The most often repeated truism is that heroes are created by popular need. In this view, the reception that greeted Charles Lindbergh after his 1927 transatlantic solo or the adulation that surrounded Babe Ruth reflected the needs and aspirations of 1920s America. Similarly, the elevation of George Washington to mythic stature spoke to the values and needs of the early years of the American Republic, with a little help from Parson Weems, author of all those legends like Washington’s throwing the silver dollar across the Rapahonnock and his cutting down the cherry tree. But is that all? Are heroes merely puppets, built and manipulated by a needy public?

Clearly there is something more at work. In contrast to celebrities, who are merely famous (in Daniel Boorstin’s deft formulation, “well-known for their well-knownness”), heroes have substance. They can be just as inspiring long after they have lived. We can peel away myths and still admire them. If any of the heroes in this book inspire you, ask yourself if the same could be said of other well-known figures of the past—the Jenny Linds, Andrew Carnegies, or William McKinleys—who were famous but not necessarily heroic. Heroes have a special kind of staying power.

As a general rule, it has proved easier to locate heroes in the past than to agree on who among contemporary figures is truly heroic. This is not to say that there is a lack of contemporary heroes. In fact, just the opposite is the case: there are too many. Perhaps out of an impulse to make people feel good about themselves, we anoint heroes constantly: the marine who eats bugs to stay alive for six days, the volunteer firefighter who rescues the little girl from the bottom of the well, the gymnast who ignores a painfully injured ankle to make the final vault for the gold medal. These are easy to spot but fleeting. Only rarely do leaders such as Václav Havel and Nelson Mandela so dominate their times that their stature as contemporary heroes seems destined to be confirmed posthumously by history. The task of figuring out whose lives among us are worth valorizing for the long haul is made even harder when an oversaturation of media images threatens to make us all candidates for our proverbial fifteen minutes of fame.

As we bestow the designation “hero” indiscriminately, the term threatens to become cheapened, almost debased. This in turn feeds into the often-heard lament that “heroes just aren’t what they used to be.” But it is wrong to pin this mood solely on our cynical times. Americans were saying the very same thing in the complacent 1950s, the debunking 1920s (which nonetheless had little trouble in instantly recognizing Charles Lindbergh as a hero), and the war-torn 1860s. As Dixon Wecter put it, “Today seems always less heroic than yesterday.”

Many definitions of heroism set such high standards that only a tiny group of individuals could possibly meet them. (Abraham Lincoln comes to mind.) This book proposes a slightly more populist definition of an American hero, locating heroism and significance not just in political leadership or battlefield bravery (which are nevertheless well represented in the book) but also in the lives of ordinary individuals who made a difference to their times and our national history. That these contributions often went unrecognized does not diminish their heroic nature or significance.

In a 1943 book, The Hero in History, philosopher Sidney Hook surveyed the various meanings and manifestations of heroism over the ages. In an attempt to sort through the verbiage on the subject, Hook drew a distinction between the eventful man and the event-making man. (This being the 1940s, those were the terms he used.) The proverbial eventful man is the boy who puts his finger in the dike and saves Holland from the flood. It doesn’t really matter so much whose finger it is: any number of Dutch citizens could have played the same role. The character is nonetheless eventful, for the action did change the course of future events. The event-making man, by contrast, takes a more active role in defining his place in history, and his contributions are more dependent on his specific talents and skills. The event-making man is self-directed, a take-charge kind of character, whose individual actions are the result of superior intelligence, will, and character. Through his unique talents, he leaves a large imprint on subsequent events. This book is full of event-making men and women, with a few eventful ones for good measure.

Having categorized heroes in that way, Hook warns against recognizing only a narrow range of excellence, if only because elevating so few so high makes the great mass of individuals appear as a “dull, gray average.” He then proceeds to offer a formulation of heroes in history that comes closest to the spirit of this book: “If, however, we extend social opportunities so that each person’s specific talents have a stimulus to development and expression, we increase the range of possibility of distinctively significant work. From this point of view, a hero is any individual who does his work well and makes a unique contribution to the public good [emphasis added].” Without going so far as to declare “Every Man a Hero,” in this book we find heroism in acts of individual courage. We find it in acts of inspiring excellence. We find it in individuals whose political, cultural, or social actions truly did make a difference to their society at large.

One prominent category of forgotten heroes in this collection is individuals who took a principled stand, no matter what the consequences. These acts of conscience or deeply held belief varied widely, depending on the person and the historical moment. Sometimes the motivations were religious or ethical, such as Quaker Mary Dyer’s defiance of Puritan authorities in 1660 or actor Lew Ayres’s declaration of conscientious-objector status during World War II. Other times the motives remain lost to history, such as what made an obscure drummer in New Haven named Robert Basset speak out for his political rights in the 1650s. Often a specific event or moment in history called forth these principled stands, such as James Bayard’s brokering of the 1800 electoral stalemate, Nicholas Trist’s defiant negotiation of the treaty that ended the Mexican War in 1847, and John McLuckie’s courageous stand in the Homestead strike of 1892. During the repressive climate of World War I, Margaret Anderson risked jail to publish portions of James Joyce’s masterpiece, Ulysses; in the 1950s a crusading newspaper editor, Hazel Brannon Smith, supported the emerging civil rights movement even though it made her an outcast among her white Mississippi peers. Performed in vastly different historical periods and with very different results, each of these individual stands was in its own way heroic, then and now.

A somewhat overlapping category is what can best be called heroic or uplifting lives: that is, heroism that is not restricted to a single moment or act but resides in a lifelong commitment to an ideal. President John Quincy Adams lived such a heroic or exemplary life, although he has been overshadowed by other members of his illustrious family; so did John Chapman, better known as the legendary Johnny Appleseed. The daily, heroic struggles of African Americans for respect and dignity are well represented by former slaves Thomas Peters and Susie King Taylor, and sharecropper Ned Cobb. William Chandler Bagley never let criticism stop him from promoting his controversial views on American education; Samuel Seabury’s devotion to public service culminated in investigations that brought down Tammany Hall in the early 1930s. Anarchist Carlo Tresca spoke out against fascism and communism; reformers Florence Kelley, Caroline Ware, and Pauli Murray dedicated their lives to social justice. So did New Dealer Edward Prichard (with one notable lapse). We learn from these heroic lives about the rewards (and costs) of single-minded devotion to a cause or a belief, of obstacles faced and not always overcome. These models of engaged commitment are compelling.

At first glance another group of characters included in this book may appear neither event-making nor eventful, but merely exemplary. Meriwether Lewis and William Clark are properly celebrated as American heroes, but what about some of the lesser-known men with the expedition? In the case of George Drouillard, he was probably thought of as heroic only by the few who knew him. Or, to take Stephen Jay Gould’s touching example, what about Dummy Hoy, an early deaf baseball player of exceptional but overlooked talent? By traditional definition, he would not qualify as a hero since the sportswriters of the day chose not to elevate him to that status. But in these cases and others, such as librarian J. C. M. Hanson and southern record producer Sam Phillips, the contributors to this book put forth their own arguments for a previously unrecognized heroism that emerges when these characters are plucked from obscurity and their lives valued for qualities seen most clearly in retrospect or from a distance.

Then there is the category of female trailblazers and pioneers. While not all the women profiled in this book saw themselves as advancing the cause of women, they all had to buck or defy established gender definitions and expectations to do their life’s work, which adds a heroic dimension to their successes and struggles. Myra Bradwell was a pioneering lawyer who saved Mary Todd Lincoln from incarceration in a mental institution, Victoria Woodhull spoke out for free love in the 1870s when such a subject was not considered fit for public discussion, and Emmeline Wells combined her devout Mormonism with support for woman suffrage and other reforms. In the early twentieth century, labor organizer O. Delight Smith battled the bosses while waging her own private battle for personal liberation, while Gerturde Ederle became a national hero for swimming the English Channel. Prison administrator Miriam Van Waters courageously defended her views when critics tried to dismiss her, and feminist Alice Paul soldiered on for the Equal Rights Amendment for more than five decades. These lives, along with the other women included in the book, confirm that an equal opportunity definition of heroism has much to offer.

Finally there is the category of military hero. The Revolutionary War contributed Henry Knox, the Spanish-American War George Dewey and Frederick Funston, and World War II the decorated combat veteran, Marine Sergeant John Basilone. Each served his country in time of war, won honor and recognition, but failed to maintain a hold on the collective national memory.

These military heroes remind us to pay attention to the other part of our title: Who gets forgotten, and why? Several of the stories present a fairly straightforward trajectory of the forgotten hero: sudden rise to fame and heroic stature, public acclaim and adulation, a cult of followers and fans, followed, sooner or later, by a falling out of public favor or disappearance from the public eye. The muddled attempts of Admiral George Dewey, hero of Manila Bay in the Spanish-American War in 1898, to translate his military fame into a political career led to the dramatic collapse of his popular following, to say nothing of his historical reputation. Gertrude Ederle came home in 1926 to a wildly enthusiastic ticker-tape parade but lived the rest of her life in obscurity. And the story of home-grown military hero Colonel Frederick Funston reminds us that some popularly acclaimed heroes whose reputations fall into eclipse are perhaps best left forgotten.

For the most part, though, the characters in this book were not well known in their times, nor are they in ours. In many respects, they are unsung or unrecognized heroes as much as forgotten ones. The reasons for their absence from the historical record vary. Some were marginalized in history because they were on the losing side or were pushed aside by betterknown contemporaries; others were so controversial that they self-destructed and dropped from view. More to the point, until recently entire groups, such as women or African Americans, were not considered worthy of public acclaim except in highly exceptional situations.

Tastes in heroes change, and we cannot escape the fact that historians’ anointing of heroes, just as the public’s in general, is linked to the period in which we live A prime example is the large representation of women in this book—more than a third of the characters, some fourteen in all. This probably sets a record for the highest female participation in any comparable collection of heroes, a field whose very definitions and standards until recently were male. In an odd twist, it may be easier today to think of forgotten women heroes than to find equivalent men precisely because women were so unfairly excluded from consideration in the first place.

Recent trends in the writing of history, notably the rise of social history, women’s history, and a broader commitment to integrating ethnic and other minorities into the American mosaic, help make this more expansive definition of heroism possible This contemporary approach, sometimes called “history from the bottom up,” actually dates to the 1920s (cultural historian Caroline Ware, the subject of a chapter, was one of its early practitioners), but it found an especially receptive climate in the 1960s and 1970s. Social history is one, but by no means the dominant, branch of history included in this book. More traditional approaches, including a strong emphasis on political and diplomatic history, are also well represented. Politicians, diplomats, and military heroes remain respected parts of our national heritage. Here they are joined by a wider cast of characters who show heroism in all its diversity and heterogeneity over the centuries—old heroes and new, side by side, with neither supplanting the other.

Although every culture has its heroes, in the end there is something distinctively and wonderfully American about this collection. It is hard to imagine such an eclectic mix coming out of Germany’s past, or China’s, or India’s. America is a constantly shifting, striving land of opportunities and second chances; the country’s deep-seated tradition of individualism has supplied fertile ground for soloists to buck the tide and heroes to rise above the crowd. While it is sometimes said that democracies have trouble choosing heroes, the American tradition of celebrating the self-made man (and, later, the self-created woman) gives lie to this. The individuals in this book made things happen; things didn’t just happen to them. They made a difference. America has always looked up to these kinds of heroes, the movers and shakers, the doers and do-gooders. Let’s hope we always will.
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 John Chapman (Johnny Appleseed)

WILLIAM E. LEUCHTENBURG


John Chapman, better known as Johnny Appleseed, never reached quite the legendary status that Daniel Boone or Davy Crockett enjoy, but who can help but be charmed by his practice of sowing apple seeds as he roamed the Ohio Valley, seeds that had grown into young saplings by the time settlers arrived? Largely absent today from textbooks and standard historical accounts, Johnny Appleseed lives on as a hero in American literature and folklore.



IT MAY SEEM ODD to call John Chapman a forgotten hero, for almost everyone has heard of him, though most likely by his more familiar name: Johnny Appleseed, the vagabond planter of orchards in the Old Northwest. Few know more than that single fact about him, and much that has been written is altogether wrong. His appearance has been reported in Arkansas and Kansas, even as far west as Oregon, thousands of miles beyond the range of his travels. A book published in 1894 asserted not only that he was present at the Civil War battle of Lookout Mountain, nearly two decades after his death, but also that he was quite likely still alive. So intertwined is his life with legend that he has long seemed, as one historian wrote, “no man born of sperm but of myth.” He has come to appear, as his most astute biographer, Robert Price, has stated, more “like a phantom sprung from the moon or from an ancient sycamore along the Muskingum or the Kokosing than someone begotten of the flesh.”

What we truly know about John Chapman’s beginnings is shrouded in the meadow mists of the first mornings of the American republic. We can say with confidence that he was born in apple harvest time on September 26, 1774, in Leominster, Massachusetts, son of a minuteman who would be sent to Concord the following spring and of a Yankee woman whose first cousin was the fabled Count Rumford, who would be knighted by George III, head the regency in Bavaria, and gain international fame as a scientist. But after John’s birth was registered in the local Congregational church, all traces of him disappear. During the next twenty-three years, this apparently well-educated New Englander left nary a mark. Rare in the pantheon of American heroes, he enters our line of sight full grown.

We first see him tramping along the crest of the Allegheny River plateau in far northwestern Pennsylvania in November 1797, on the eve of a hard snowfall. The following spring, he sowed the seeds for his first apple nursery along the Big Brokenstraw, a tributary of the Allegheny. For the next several years, he was to linger in northwestern Pennsylvania—staking land claims, planting apple seeds gathered from cider presses to create tree stock to be sold to the next wave of settlers, drifting about like many other young men who had gone westering. In Vachel Lindsay’s words:


He ran with the rabbit and slept with the stream … In the days of President Washington.



By about 1800, he had moved on to the territory (soon to be a state) that was to be his home for most of the rest of his days: Ohio. In 1801, he hove into view at Licking Creek with a packhorse laden with burlap bags of apple seeds, which he planted in lands that had recently been the hunting grounds of the Delaware. He then vanished into the wilderness of bears and wolves and ferocious wild hogs and was not seen again for another five years. Always, he traveled alone. Some writers have conjured up a love interest, but so far as we know, there was none, and he was celibate. (If we are to believe one tale, two feminine spirits told him that if he did not marry, they would be his brides in the next world.)

In 1806, an early settler spotted him floating past Steubenville on the Ohio River in a strange craft: two canoes lashed together and bearing a cargo of rotting apples from which he procured seeds. He drifted with the current down the Ohio to Marietta, then made his way up the Muskingum to the mouth of White Woman Creek, and still farther up the Mohican into the Black Fork, only forty miles from Lake Erie, planting apple seeds at intervals on his voyage. When he came to a woodland glade along a stream, he would loosen the earth, sow his seeds, and weave a brush barricade to keep out the deer. Not the first to bring orchards to the West, or even the first to gain a livelihood from this activity, he was the first to spend a lifetime planting apple seeds in advance of the moving frontier, and he had an uncanny sense of where the routes of migration would be.

For the next forty years, John Chapman carried out his self-appointed task. By 1810, he had made Ashland County, where he lived at times with his half-sister in a cabin near Mansfield, his main base, but he was never in one place for long. He traversed the watercourses of Ohio, planting new orchards and nurturing old ones. “He sleeps with his head toward the setting sun,” a passage in Howard Fast’s The Tall Hunter (1942) says. “Westward he goes, and always westward. He walks before the settlers, so that the fruit of the tree will greet them.” When the pioneers arrived, they found Johnny’s seedlings, now grown into saplings, ready for them to transplant. They treasured the apples, for they provided fruit for the table (even in winter, since they stored well), apple butter preserves, cider (both as a beverage and for vinegar), and brandy. He sowed medicinal herbs too: catnip, mullein, wintergreen, hoarhound, pennyroyal, and, it is said, perhaps unfairly, the foul-smelling dog fennel, a prolific bane, in the mistaken notion that it was a cure for malaria.

Everyone who encountered him remarked on his appearance. Of medium height, spare but sinewy, with a weatherbeaten face and black (later gray) hair down to his shoulders, blue-eyed Johnny wore garb that even rough-hewn frontiersmen found peculiar. In latter-day pageants, he has been depicted clad only in an old coffee sack rent with holes for his arms and his head, with a mushpan as his headgear, giving an impression of a cross between the Scarecrow and the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz.

In 1939, an Ohio writer observed: “Most of us know better than any schoolchild the story of the gaunt, bearded, long-haired man who wandered alone through the Middle West during its settlement, carrying a Bible, a staff, and a sack, dressed in burlap, with a rope round his waist and his cookpan for a hat.” In truth, there is no evidence he ever topped his head with a mushpan (though that is likely always to be an ineradicable part of Johnny Appleseed lore), but the rest of the characterization is accurate enough. He wore ragged garments, including a long, collarless coat that fell to his knees, and when not barefoot, as he often was, battered shoes with no stockings. Fast’s novel got it about right: “His garb was a tunic of the roughest homespun, gathered with a rope at the waist and falling to the knees. From the tunic, his bare arms and legs protruded, and he wore neither shoes nor moccasins…. His hair was long and he wore a full beard. His skin was burned…. dark…. and his eyes were…. blue.”

To a degree, he may be thought of as a frontier entrepreneur, even as a kind of traveling salesman, for his business earned him enough cash so that, in the manner of other land speculators with their eyes on the main chance, he took title to more than a thousand acres. One of the few documents about his life that has come to light, a deed registered in 1828, reads:


John Chapman, to Jesse B. Thomas:

Know all men by these presents, that, I, John Chapman (by occupation a gatherer and planter of apple seeds), residing in Richland County, for the sum of thirty dollars, honest money, do hereby grant to said Jesse B. Thomas, late Senator from Illinois, his heirs and assigns forever, lot No. 145 in the corporation limits of the village of Mt. Vernon, State of Ohio.



Yet he lived primitively and frequently sold his seedlings for a trifle (a “fip-penny bit”) or bartered them for food or castoff clothes. Sometimes he took a promissory note he did not bother to collect or just gave away bits of his precious cargo. His main fare was corn mush, and he dwelled in lean-tos or hollow trees. One pioneer, recording a visit by Chapman to his cabin, remembered: “When bedtime arrived, Johnny was invited to turn in, a bed being prepared for his especial accommodation, but Johnny declined the proffered kindness, saying he chose to lay on the hearth by the fire, as he did not expect to sleep in a bed in the next world, so he would not in this.”

His religious views came from his study of the Swedish mystic Emanuel Swedenborg, who had spoken to spirits and angels and claimed to have had direct communication with God after the second coming of Christ, which he said had taken place in 1757. John Chapman was one of the very first American converts to Swedenborg’s New Church, whose pitifully few members included a prominent Philadelphia publisher who had witnessed Benjamin Franklin’s will, a judge who had clerked in the Edinburgh office of Sir Walter Scott’s father, and a sculptor whose patron had been Frederick the Great. A zealous believer, he would tear Swedenborg’s tracts into two or three parts and distribute them a segment at a time to the settlers, then exchange them for another portion on his next visit. After an arduous trek, he would fling himself down on the plank floor of a cabin, and, after asking his hosts whether they would like to hear “some news right fresh from heaven,” recite to them from Swedenborg or the Bible. Years later, a woman recalled: “We can hear him read now, just as he did that summer day, when we were busy quilting upstairs, and he lay near the door, his voice rising denunciatory and thrilling—strong and loud as the roar of wind and waves, then soft and soothing as the balmy airs that quivered the morning-glory leaves about his gray beard.”

His ascetic lifestyle lent conviction to the religious message he purveyed. In 1817, when Johnny was forty-two, a Philadelphian wrote to the Swedenborg headquarters in Manchester, England: “There is in the western country a very extraordinary missionary of the New Jerusalem. A man has appeared who seems to be almost independent of corporal wants and sufferings. He goes barefooted, can sleep anywhere, in house or out of house, and live upon the coarsest and most scanty fare. He has actually thawed the ice with his bare feet.”

When at a revival meeting a smug, pretentious evangelist (sometimes said to have been the hellfire preacher Peter Cartwright) posed the daunting rhetorical question, “Where is the man who, like the primitive Christian, walks toward heaven barefoot and clad in sackcloth?” there emerged from the throng the ragged figure of Johnny Appleseed replying, “Here is your primitive Christian.”

Unarmed in the savage wilderness, he came to be regarded as “a lay saint, a St. Francis of the frontier.” He frowned upon hunting, for, a farmer he met recalled, “he maintained that God was the Author of all life” and hence “inasmuch as we could not give life to any creature, we were not at liberty to destroy life with impunity.” He negotiated for maltreated horses and put them out to pasture. It was said, too, that he damped down a campfire because it attracted and then incinerated mosquitoes, and that he once expressed remorse over having killed a rattlesnake that had bitten him. He felt no threat from Indians, who admired his stoicism, and he, in turn, put the blame for “Indian troubles” on the white settlers. Rosemary and Stephen Vincent Benét later wrote:


The stalking Indian,
 The beast in its lair
 Did no hurt while he was there.

For they could tell
 As wild things can,
 That Jonathan Chapman
 Was God’s own man.



Nonetheless, when Indians went on the warpath, he identified with the settlers.

During the War of 1812, Johnny Appleseed rode thirty miles through hazardous country at night from Mansfield, where a settler had been scalped, to the U.S. garrison at Mount Vernon, Ohio, to fetch help and warn settlers at remote homesteads in the woods along the way by sounding a powder horn and rapping on cabin doors. “Flee for your lives,” he cried. “The British and Indians are coming upon you, and destruction followeth in their footsteps.” According to another version, his words had a more biblical ring: “The spirit of the Lord is upon me, and he hath anointed me to blow the trumpet in the wilderness, and sound an alarm in the forest; for, behold, the tribes of the heathen are round about your doors, and a devouring flame followeth after them.” In truth, the threat of a massacre was never so imminent as was feared, and he had earlier unwittingly sounded a false alarm, but the frightened farmers in the Mansfield blockhouse were relieved to see soldiers from Mount Vernon arrive by daybreak and grateful to Johnny for his heroics. (In later accounts, he was said to have run barefoot the whole way, or to have ridden silhouetted against the midnight light of blazing farm dwellings, both unlikely yarns.)

Toward the end of the 1820s, always ahead of the line of settlement, he moved into the cranberry bog country of the Shawnee in farthest northwestern Ohio, creating nurseries along the Maumee, the Auglaize, and the Saint Marys rivers. By 1830, he had crossed over into Indiana, where he was espied floating in a dugout with a cargo of apple seeds as he approached Wayne’s fort. When the first settlers arrived at Fort Wayne and the hinterland of northeastern Indiana, there he was with his apple saplings awaiting them.

Each year, Johnny, now in his fifties, would spend autumn and winter in central Ohio, where he would gather apple seeds for his next journey, then, in harmony with the rhythm of the seasons, head west through the Lake Erie marshes in the spring for Indiana. A perpetual nomad, he has been likened to the Wandering Jew, “a being driven by some supernatural necessity to roam through the world, homeless, undying, compelled to show himself in certain localities on certain occasions, and then to resume his endless pilgrimage.”

Early in 1845, he went once again to northern Indiana, this time to resurrect a failing orchard, and there, at a rude cabin on a snowy day in March, he succumbed to pneumonia. The Fort Wayne Sentinel reported: “Died in the neighborhood of this city, on Tuesday last, Mr. John Chapman, better known as Johnny Appleseed. The deceased was well known through this region by his eccentricity, and the strange garb he usually wore. He followed the occupation of nursery-man.” Not many weeks later, a northern Indiana diarist recorded: “First apple blossoms.”

When word of his death reached the floor of the U.S. Senate, Sam Houston said, “Farewell, dear old eccentric heart. Your labor has been a labor of love, and generations yet unborn will rise up and call you blessed.” His final resting place is on an Indiana hillside where, one early writer noted, “In the spring the wild thorn-apple waves its boughs of pink and white above his unmarked grave.” In an eloquent elegy, Robert Price has concluded, “He had walked more miles than any other recorded borderer of his generation—now he belonged to the American trails and rivers forever.”

More than half a century after his death, when a monument was erected to him in Mansfield, a writer remarked of this authentic American hero: “The memory of his good deeds lives anew every springtime in the beauty and fragrance of the blossoms of the apple trees he loved so well.” No one captured that sense more simply than the nineteenth-century abolitionist Lydia Maria Child, who also edited children’s literature, when, in a poem published in the children’s magazine Saint Nicholas, she wrote:


Weary travelers, journeying west,
 In the shade of his trees find pleasant rest;
 And they often start, with glad surprise,
 At the rosy fruit that round them lies.

And if they inquire whence came such trees,
 Where not a bough once swayed in the breeze,
 The answer still comes, as they travel on:
 “These trees were planted by Apple-Seed John.”



John Chapman left America a distinctive legacy. Unlike Daniel Boone or Wyatt Earp, he carried no gun, and unlike the mythical Paul Bunyan, he won renown not by felling trees but by planting them. As the country’s foremost historian of folklore pointed out, “Where Bunyan represents destructive power, Johnny Appleseed connotes sweet fertility.” He embodies, a midwestern writer, Charles Allen Smart, declared on the eve of World War II, “the America that has … nurtured life instead of destroying it, and that has been sensitive to the beauty of this continent, and done something to create here a civilization. Johnny Appleseed stands for ourselves at our best.”
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 Henry Knox’s Wilderness Epic 

TOM WICKER


The battlefields of war often create national heroes, but sometimes contributions far distant from the fighting front produce just as great dramas, and equal opportunities for heroism. Henry Knox’s charge—to bring captured British artillery from Fort Ticonderoga to Boston in the dead of the winter of 1775-1776—was a superhuman feat then, and it remains one today. Most Americans have heard of Fort Knox, but the Revolutionary era hero for whom it was named remains largely forgotten.



GENERAL GEORGE WASHINGTON, commanding the ragtag American army besieging the British occupiers of Boston in 1775, issued to his troops a historic general order on December 12: “The honorable, the Continental Congress, having been pleased to appoint Henry Knox, Esq. Colonel of the Regiment of Artillery … he is to be obeyed as such.”

From that start, Henry Knox was to become chief of artillery and the youngest major general in the Continental army, in the war that gave birth to the United States. But in December 1775, there were two problems with Washington’s orders: his army—which then barely could be called an army—had no artillery for Henry Knox or anyone else to command. And the new colonel thought he was still a civilian, since he was far away in what was then the West, on one of the most remarkable missions in American military history.

Knox had been sent to recover a force of artillery available, at least in theory, at Fort Ticonderoga on the lower end of Lake Champlain—the long, narrow waterway pointing like an arrow from the Canadian border into the thirteen colonies, on what in later years would be the border between New York and Vermont. The redoubtable Ethan Allen and his Green Mountain Boys had captured the cannon from British forces on May 15, 1775, and the weapons had since been rusting away, unused, at Ticonderoga.

Henry Knox’s problem was to transport this “noble train of artillery” (as he called it in a letter to Washington) hundreds of miles through a mostly roadless wilderness, over frozen rivers and lakes, through snow that sometimes turned to mud (a pattern still familiar to New Englanders), across mountains and through forests, with only oxen, horses, and human muscle for motive power.

The guns Knox found usable at Ticonderoga weighed 119,000 pounds altogether (almost 60 tons), but if the task was imposing, the need was even more so. Boston was the most powerful British outpost in America, an occupied city whose 17,000 inhabitants were suffering severely for lack of supplies and from the winter cold. Although the Continental army technically had bottled up the British forces in Boston, commanded by Sir William Howe, the Continentals numbered only about 14,000 raw and untrained troops to Howe’s 13,500 redcoat regulars, 900 American Tories, and a formidable naval fleet.

Without artillery, Washington could not attack and drive the British out of Boston. He feared, moreover, that his cannonless army could be vulnerable to a British relief force sallying out from the city. The American commander badly wanted all those captured guns sitting unused at Ticonderoga; they would lend some powerful teeth to the relatively weak force with which he was “besieging” Boston.

Some sources assert that Benedict Arnold, later a celebrated traitor but then a much-admired patriot officer, first suggested that the Ticonderoga guns be brought to Boston. Be that as it may, when Henry Knox—a young Boston bookseller and patriot, whose energy and intelligence had attracted Washington—proposed to lead an expedition to secure the guns and bring them to Boston, the general promptly ordered him to go and get them.

“The want of them is so great,” Washington concluded in his instructions to Knox, “that no trouble or expense must be spared to obtain them.” A committee of the Continental Congress also directed Knox to go after the guns at Ticonderoga—but only after he already was on the way (which suggests that the first Congress was little more efficient than the current body).

Knox was young (twenty-five in 1775) and strapping (weighing about 250 pounds by contemporary accounts), energetic and imaginative—“one of those providential characters which spring up in emergencies as if formed by and for the occasion,” Washington Irving later observed.

After stops in New York City and Albany and a long journey by horseback, Knox arrived at Ticonderoga in December 1775 to find about sixty of the guns the Green Mountain Boys had captured still usable—some as small as four-pounders, some as large as twenty-four-pounders (the Big Berthas of the day), and a number of mortars and howitzers. By his own reckoning, Knox set out for Boston with fifty-nine pieces, ranging from one to eleven feet in length and from one hundred to fifty-five hundred pounds in weight, plus a barrel of flints (those from the Ticonderoga area were highly valued) and twenty-three boxes of lead.

The sheer size and weight of this cargo, and the arduousness of the impending journey even for an unburdened party on horseback, would have intimidated most men, but one of the characteristics that attracted Washington to Knox was his ebullient optimism. His letters, diary, and reports of the time disclose not a hint of doubt that he could do the job.

On December 6, 1775, after a short portage (about twelve miles) from Lake Champlain to nearby Lake George, his men and animals loaded the artillery on a huge, flat-bottomed scow, sometimes termed a gondola (though nothing like the famed Venetian variety). They then sailed in freezing weather for Fort George, far away down Lake George. Ice lined the shores but did not extend far enough into the lake to block passage.

“Colonel” Knox, as he was soon to be, sailed ahead in a piragua, a two-masted, shallow-draft craft designed for lake cruising, and headed for Sabbath Point on the western shore of Lake George. The gun-laden scow, following behind, grounded on a submerged rock; when it was freed after much exertion, the wind had died, and the huge and unwieldy craft had to be rowed to Sabbath Point. By the time it arrived, Knox recorded, he and his advance party had dined well on roast venison provided by “some civil Indians who were with their ladies abed.” But when the crew of the scow pulled in, they were too exhausted for anything but sleep.

Early the next day, the expedition sailed for Fort George at the foot of the lake, Henry Knox in his piragua again in advance. He covered the thirty-three miles to the fort in “six hours and a quarter of excessive hard pulling against a fresh, hard breeze.” After many more anxious hours, however, the heavily laden scow with its invaluable cargo, the expedition’s reason-for-being, had not arrived.

Knox sent a boat back from Fort George to investigate, only to learn that the scow and all 119,000 pounds of guns had sunk off Sabbath Day Point—doubly bad news. Not only was General Washington’s expected artillery at the bottom of Lake George, and with it the means of driving the British from Boston, perhaps from the continent, but the scow had been commanded by Henry Knox’s younger brother, William—presumably lost with the guns.

A lesser man than Henry Knox would have been crushed by the news; but however he might have been affected, the disaster was almost immediately denied in a note forwarded from William Knox. William not only had survived but reported that the scow had foundered and sunk “luckily so near the shore that when she sank, her gunnel was above water and yesterday we were able to bail her out.”

Within two days, the scow came lumbering into Fort George with all the guns safe, and drying out in the cold winter wind. The hardest part of the journey still lay ahead: overland through New York and Massachusetts, across the Hudson River and over the Berkshires, on “roads that never bore a cannon before and never have borne one since.”

From Fort George, in a letter dated December 17, the confident Knox informed General Washington: “I have had made 42 exceeding strong sleds, and have provided 80 yoke of oxen to drag them as far as Springfield, where I shall get fresh cattle to carry them to [Boston]. The route will be from here to Kinderhook [New York], from thence to Great Barrington [Massachussetts] and down to Springfield.” Knox optimistically predicted he would deliver the guns “in 16 or 17 days.” Little did he know that in fact it would be a biblical forty days and forty nights of hardship almost inestimable in this day of interstate highways and powerful truck-trailers before that “noble train of artillery” would be presented to George Washington—and the unsuspecting British.

Knox had estimated that the Ticonderoga expedition could be carried out for a thousand dollars, the sum fixed as his official budget. But then, as now, Americans had a sharp eye for profit, and the young leader soon found that few “patriots” wanted to accept his authorized payment of seven pounds per ton per sixty-two miles, or twelve shillings a day per span of horses. In the end, Knox had to submit a bill for about twenty-five hundred dollars (still cheap)—and the Continental Congress again showed kinship with its modern heir by taking its own good time to reimburse him.

At Fort George, however, in the icy December of 1775, at least the first leg of Knox’s long journey was behind him. And with the considerable help of General Philip Schuyler of Albany, whose aid Washington had enlisted, and one Squire Palmer of Stillwater, New York, Knox soon had his strange convoy moving again, through the near-wilderness between Fort George and Albany. He also sought—then and in the later stages of the expedition—the assistance of local committees of safety along the route, urging them to provide food, shelter, and fresh horses and oxen. Sometimes they did.

The “noble train,” with Henry Knox riding ahead to ensure a clear trail, passed through Glens Falls, skidded across the frozen Hudson, and pushed through a thick snow along the western shore of the great river to Saratoga, arriving on Christmas Eve. Exhausted horses and oxen carried them eight miles farther south to a night’s camp, and on Christmas Day 1775, they plunged through two feet of snow to Lansingburg, nine miles above Albany.

December 26 was one of the hardest days on an incredibly hard journey. Only two miles beyond the Christmas night camp, the horses refused to struggle farther through the snow. Henry Knox, on foot, made “a very fatiguing march” through pathless woods to the house of a Squire Fisher, who provided breakfast and fresh horses for the remainder of the journey to Albany. There Knox visited pleasantly with General Schuyler. But the artillery train that was the purpose of his expedition was stalled miles farther back along the icy trail, on the other side of the Mohawk River (which flows into the Hudson north of Albany).

Schuyler and Knox went to work rounding up more men, horses, sleds, and oxen, again seeking the help of Squire Palmer. This time, the good squire demanded twenty-four shillings a day for two yoke of oxen. Schuyler, a tough haggler, would pay only eighteen and nine-pence, and ultimately had to break off the negotiation. Even so, by New Year’s Day 1776, 124 pairs of horses with sleighs had been rounded up and sent to the snowbound caravan.

Knox and his men spent that day hacking holes in the ice near the confluence of the Mohawk and the Hudson. Water flooding up through the holes then froze, strengthening the existing icecap sufficiently to get the heavy guns across on sleds pulled by horses. A long rope was tied to the tongue of each sled, the other end fastened to the horses pulling the sled. A man with a sharp hatchet walked beside the rope, ready to cut it and save the horses if a sled carrying a big gun should crash through the ice.

Inevitably, one did—just as Knox, a renowned trencherman, was sitting down to dinner with General Schuyler, several miles distant in Albany. Knox unhappily abandoned his meal to hurry to the scene (near the present town of Waterford). On arrival he found that, as with the scow on Lake George, the eighteen-pounder had sunk to the bottom in fairly shallow water. It was recovered with considerable difficulty, but to have got that monstrous load of metal up from the river bottom and across the ice at all seems in retrospect almost superhuman.

At about this time, Henry Knox, like millions of Americans after him, yielded to the sightseer’s impulse. He rode up the Mohawk to Cohoes Falls, recording in his diary that the eighty-foot drop was the “most superb and affecting sight” of his life. Such “stupendous works of nature” left him “not a little humbled by thoughts of my own insignificance.” Later, taking in the view from a snow-covered peak in the Berkshires, he thought he could “almost have seen all the Kingdoms of the Earth.”

The long line of guns reached Albany by January 5, 1776, exciting citizens who had never seen large cannon—certainly not in American hands. Many were impressed enough to volunteer to help in the eastward crossing of the Hudson, which was made easier by a new freeze, solidifying the ice. Nevertheless, as the heavy sleds were incautiously allowed to follow in each other’s tracks, the ice wore thin and the last sled broke through. Another big gun sank to the bottom—“drowned,” Knox wrote in his diary.

So many Albany men helped raise the behemoth through a fourteen-foot hole in the ice—the job took all day after the accident—that Knox “christened” the piece “the Albany.” And his exotic caravan headed south once again, over the Old Post Road to Kinderhook, thence to Claverack, and finally eastward toward Massachusetts.

On January 10, 1776, Knox led the way into the Berkshires over what is now Route 23, but which was then a difficult stretch of trail through a dense forest known as Greenwoods. Past Great Barrington and Otis, the long train of cannon-laden sleds, with their teams of horses and oxen, their profane and whip-cracking teamsters, encountered perhaps the most treacherous leg of the entire journey: mountain terrain through which there were no roads at all.

Steep precipices, deep chasms, forests, swamps, lakes, and streams had to be traversed or bypassed—hard enough for any traveler, seemingly impossible for a long string of horse- and ox-drawn sleds carrying the huge, squat cannon of the eighteenth century through a winter wilderness. The snow, moreover, began to thin out, and the sledding became harder, in a pattern of freeze-and-thaw all too common in upper New England in January.

It was, Knox wrote, “almost a miracle that people with heavy loads should be able to get up and down such hills as are here.” Two hundred years later, it seems even more miraculous than it might have appeared at the time, though once it took Knox “three hours of persuasion” and the provision of two extra yoke of oxen to talk one group of teamsters out of quitting. And as hard as climbing was, going downhill was perhaps more dangerous; drag chains and poles had to be shoved under sled runners, and check ropes fastened to trees, to keep heavily laden sleds from plunging down on those in front.

A receipt signed by one Solomon Brown of Blandford on January 13, 1776, has survived. Its flat, spare language suggests the caravan’s travails on this part of the journey: “Received of Henry Knox, 18 shillings of lawful money for carrying a cannon weighing 243 pounds from this town to Westfield, being 11 miles.”

George Washington, meanwhile, was waiting eagerly. “I am in hopes that Colonel Knox will arrive with the artillery in a few days,” he wrote Schuyler. “It is much needed.”

As the train of sleds and guns emerged on the east side of the Berkshires, however, and reached Westfield, Massachusetts, new causes of delay were encountered. The townspeople, awed and excited by the cannon, crowded the road and blocked passage. They also brought out quantities of whiskey and cider, heartily welcomed by the teamsters who were parched from their herculean exertions in crossing the mountains. They soon were in no condition to go on.

Henry Knox himself, never one to pass up refreshments, joined in a convivial evening at the local tavern. To mark the occasion and reward the townsmen, he even had a twenty-four-pounder known as “The Old Sow” charged and fired, a thunderous form of celebratory fireworks much appreciated by the locals.

Eventually the procession moved on toward Springfield, along a road notorious even in the eighteenth century for terrible conditions. To make matters worse, the snow was melting, turning the frozen ground rapidly to mud, inhibiting passage of the sleds; worse, teamsters from New York, unhappy in a foreign state, had to be released to return to their homes. On the other hand, fresh oxen were obtained at Springfield, and Knox pushed on with fresher Massachusetts men manning the teams and sleds.

At Framingham, on January 25, the Revolutionary leader and future president, John Adams, who had recommended Henry Knox for his colonelcy, noted in his diary that he had seen “the train of artillery brought down from Ticonderoga by Colonel Knox.” Probably leaving some of the guns at Framingham, Knox hurried on to Washington’s headquarters at Cambridge, along a route renamed a century and a half later The General Knox Highway.

Washington greeted the young colonel with praise and good news: American forces had captured a British brigantine laden with three thousand round shot for twelve-pounders and four thousand for six-pounders. All those hungry maws Henry Knox had dragged so laboriously through the wilderness would not long be empty.

Losing no time, the commanding general mounted the new guns at Lechmere’s Point, Cobble Hill, and Roxbury and secretly fortified Dorchester Heights, effectively surrounding and overlooking the British army in Boston proper, with artillery as well as men. General Howe soon was forced to evacuate Boston by sea, transporting his army to Halifax—the real measure of Henry Knox’s achievement.

With such a start, still a marvelous feat to soldiers and engineers who know about it, it is little wonder that Henry Knox went on to become “the father of American army artillery,” improving the mobility and performance of what was essentially a makeshift artillery arm to the extent that the marquis de LaFayette said its progress was “one of the wonders of the Revolution.” Knox also was an early advocate of and planner for the establishment of a military academy. As Washington’s chief gunner, he further distinguished himself in the battles around New York City and at Trenton, Princeton, Brandywine, Monmouth, and Yorktown.

After independence was won, Henry Knox twice served as secretary of war: once under the Articles of Confederation, once under President George Washington. He worked mightily for Massachusetts’s ratification of the new Constitution, helped suppress Shays’s rebellion, and in 1794 retired to a prosperous private life in Maine. He died unexpectedly at age fifty-six, more than three decades after his extraordinary journey from Ticonderoga to Boston—and appropriately enough for a great gourmand, by choking on a chicken bone.
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 Mary Dyer: Religious Martyr 

PATRICIA U. BONOMI


There are few more heroic stories than that of Quaker Mary Dyer, who in 1660 defied Massachusetts Bay’s Puritan authorities by refusing to abide by their decrees barring Quaker proselytizing. Banned from Boston and eventually expelled from the colony, Dyer kept returning to preach the message of the Society of Friends. She was fully aware of the consequences of her actions, death by hanging, and neither asked for nor received any mercy because she was a woman. Her “witness” (in the Quaker sense of the word) represents one of the most courageous stands for religious freedom and freedom of conscience in our country’s history.



MARY DYER was notorious as a religious radical long before she disembarked at Boston on a rainy day in August 1659. A convert to the Society of Friends in England, Mary was the latest among a swarm of Quaker “fanatics” who recently had descended on the Puritan colony of Massachusetts Bay. No sooner had her ship arrived in Boston harbor than the nearly fifty-year-old Mary was “clapt up into a prison” though “wett to the skin [and] not a place to sit or lye upon but dust.” So wrote Mary’s husband William Dyer, an official of Rhode Island, to the Massachusetts magistrates as soon as he got word of his wife’s arrest. William demanded that the Bay Colony cease its “merciless Crueltie” and end the “unjust molestation and detaynment of my deare yokefellow.”

What Mary Dyer did not know when she arrived in Boston was that Massachusetts had lately tightened its laws against the Quakers, whom the magistrates viewed as an increasingly disruptive and “pernitious sect.” Neither public whippings, ear croppings, nor burning of the letter H (for “heretic”) into Quaker hands had stopped the invasion. Forced removal had proved equally futile as time and again the exiled Quakers returned to spread, as Governor John Endicott scornfully put it, their “malignant and assiduous … Doctrines directly tending to subvert both our Churches and State.” Finally, the harassed magistrates had passed a law against future violators that invoked the ultimate penalty: death. Possibly because Mary Dyer had been ignorant of the recent legislation, she was on this occasion ejected from Massachusetts and forcibly transported to her family home in Rhode Island.

Yet one month later, in October 1659, this time fully aware of the potentially mortal consequences of her action, Mary Dyer returned to Boston. She was promptly arrested and jailed. On October 18, in company with fellow Quaker agitators William Robinson, a London merchant, and Marmaduke Stevenson, a Yorkshire plowman, Mary was haled before Governor Endicott and the General Court of Massachusetts Bay.

Each of the defendants had previously been banished from the colony and was indisputably in contempt of its authority. The court wasted little time disposing of their cases. One week hence, the three Quakers—Dyer, Robinson, and Stevenson—were to be handed over to Captain James Oliver and his company of one hundred soldiers “armed with pike, and musketteers with powder and bullett,” who would “lead them to the place of execution, and there see them hang till they be dead.” On hearing the sentence, an unrepentant Mary Dyer intoned: “The will of the Lord be done … yea, and joyfully I go.”

On October 27 Dyer, Robinson, and Stevenson, guarded by the troop of soldiers and followed by a raucous multitude of locals (as was always the case with public executions), walked through the streets of Boston to the gallows. A Quaker later reported that the prisoners went “Hand in Hand, all three of them, as to a Weding-day, with great cheerfulness of Heart.” A drummer beat a steady tattoo to drown out their final exhortations to the crowd.

Once they reached the hanging tree, Mary, her skirts tied about her ankles, was forced by order of the General Court “to stand upon the gallowes, with a rope about her necke” as sentence was carried out on her companions. First Robinson was hanged, then Stevenson. Just as “the Hangman was ready to turn [Mary] off, they cryed out Stop, for she was reprieved.”

Mary may or may not have known that on the same day she was sentenced, her son had obtained a reprieve on the condition that he remove her from the colony within forty-eight hours. But the hairbreadth deliverance did not please Mary. “She was not forward to come down” from the scaffold but stood calmly, proclaiming to the crowd that she was prepared to suffer as her brethren had done unless Massachusetts voided its “wicked Law” against Quakers.

The Puritan leaders were obviously reluctant to execute their sentence against Mary Dyer. She was, after all, the wife of a man of estate. Another consideration was her sex, for women were seen as the weaker vessels in the seventeenth century, given to emotion over reason, and thus more susceptible to extreme behavior. And so Mary Dyer was once again banished from Massachusetts Bay to Rhode Island, to the enormous relief of her anguished husband and children.

What forces were at work in the mid-seventeenth century that brought Quakers and Puritans to such a melancholy confrontation? Their fatal encounter in Massachusetts is perhaps best understood within the overheated religious climate of that time. The seventeenth century was not only an age of belief but an age that saw religious sects proliferate, especially in England. The Puritans, only one century removed from the Protestant Reformation, had emerged by the 1630s as a faction within the Church of England determined to cleanse the established state church of all vestiges of Catholicism, to “purify” it of the lingering taint of its Romish origins. The majority of Puritans remained in England to carry out this mission, harrying bishops and king—some becoming martyrs to the cause—until both church and state were violently overthrown in the English Civil War.

A minority of Puritans, however, in obedience to their distinctive interpretation of God’s command, withdrew to the wilderness of New England to build a holy commonwealth—the biblical city upon a hill—that would provide a model for the kingdom to come. It was this band of pious men and women that in 1630 established the colony of Massachusetts Bay.

Popular myth once portrayed these spiritual pioneers as seekers after religious liberty and founders of one of our most basic freedoms. This view was mistaken. The Puritan leadership had no intention of tolerating any person or group that might pose a threat to their utopian experiment. Like zealous sects before and after them, and certainly like those of their own time, the Puritans believed that they alone possessed the truth. They were a people chosen by God to establish his Zion in the wilderness. To permit disruptions to the formation and order of their saintly society was not only to fail one another but to fail in the eyes of God.

Yet disruptions there were. In an age when the best minds and most original imaginations were drawn to theology, it was improbable that harmony should long prevail. Even the Puritans did not see alike on all points of doctrine, and the colony of Massachusetts Bay was barely settled before discord flared.

The first troubler of Zion was the censorious perfectionist Roger Williams, who in the winter of 1635-1636 was banished through the heavy snows to Rhode Island. Then came, in the words of one exasperated Puritan minister, not only Presbyterians but “Familists, Antinomians, Anabaptists, and other Enthusiasts,” all of whom he wanted gone “the sooner the better.” But the most grievous disruption was precipitated by Anne Hutchinson, a devout and learned woman who in the spiritually exhilarating environment of New England fomented such serious divisions in Puritan society as to threaten its very existence—or so the Puritan leaders believed. And one of Anne Hutchinson’s closest disciples was Mary Dyer.

Mary and her husband, William Dyer, a milliner in England, had immigrated in 1635 to Boston. Mary, probably born around 1610, married William in 1633; a son was born to them two years later and four other sons followed. Pious Puritans that they were, the Dyers on arriving at Boston in 1635 had promptly joined the Reverend John Wilson’s congregation. Within a year, the young but rapidly growing colony was shaken by a shrill debate between rival factions of the Puritan communion. The dispute, as old as Christianity itself, polarized around issues of faith versus reason, the world to come versus the here and now. Should the community focus its energies exclusively on seeking God’s grace, or did its survival depend also on a more earthly concern for social order and even material advancement?

Anne Hutchinson and her followers argued for a faith-centered individualism that critics saw leading only to anarchy and the colony’s certain demise. (Cotton Mather would later denounce Hutchinson’s “Scandalous, Dangerous, and Enchanting Extravagancies.”) Tagged as antinomians (opposers of the law), Hutchinson and her faction were defeated in the election of 1638, and Anne was cast out of Massachusetts Bay as “unsavory salt.” She and her followers, including the Dyers, made their way to Rhode Island, now mocked by defenders of the Bay as “the latrina of New England.”

William Dyer became a founder of the town of Portsmouth and in 1639 of the town of Newport. The Dyers prospered in the free air of Rhode Island, William being elevated to secretary and then attorney general of the colony. In 1652 William, accompanied by Mary, returned to England on business. When two years later William resumed his colonial post, Mary stayed behind, perhaps to bask in the more salubrious climate of Oliver Cromwell’s republican commonwealth.
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