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A Lebanon Boyhood and Youth


WILLIAM WILLIAMS, fourth son of the Reverend Solomon and Mary Porter Williams, was born on March 18, 1730/31, in Lebanon, Connecticut, an eastern, interior farm community. William, or Bille as he was called as a youth, had three older brothers who lived to adulthood, one younger brother, and three younger sisters. His father, Solomon Williams (1700-1776), pastor of the First Church in Lebanon between 1722 and 1776, was the son of the Reverend William Williams (1665-1741) of Hatfield, Massachusetts, by his second wife, Christian, daughter of the Reverend Solomon Stoddard of Northampton.1 Solomon received an A.B. from Harvard in 1719 and accepted the unanimous call to the pulpit in Lebanon on February 27, 1721/22. His ordination took place on December 5, and one and a half months later he married Mary Porter of Hadley, Massachusetts. A popular preacher and a noted scholar, he was the leading figure in the founding and promotion of Lebanon’s Philogrammatician Library in 1739, instrumental in establishing Lebanon's grammar school, an enthusiastic supporter of Eleazar Wheelock’s Indian Charity School, and a member of the Corporation of Yale College. He earned a reputation as one of the leading divines in the colony and was an ardent supporter of the Great Awakening.2 Solomon Williams had a deep and pervasive influence on the life and career of his most famous son, for from his father, William Williams inherited a deep respect for learning, an abiding religious faith, and New Light political sentiments.


The Lebanon of Williams’ youth was a rapidly-growing and expanding agricultural community. The town encompassed eighty square miles and consisted of part of a large area in northeastern Connecticut that was opened for settlement after King Philip’s War. Settlement began in 1695, and the area was named Lebanon in 1697 by the Reverend James Fitch, because a swamp of cedars reminded him of the Biblical cedars of Lebanon. The First Church was organized on November 27, 1700, under the pastoral care of the Reverend Joseph Parsons. An indication of the rapid growth and geographical expansion of population is seen in the creation of new parishes. Crank Society, in the northern portion of town, was organized in 1715, and Goshen, in the western section, in 1729. The number of trainbands also increased with the population. Lebanon’s first militia company was formed in 1702. At the time of William Williams’ birth, the town contained four trainbands, and by the outbreak of the Revolution the town counted six. The years between 1725 and 1740 marked the period of greatest economic growth in Lebanon. The list of polls and rateable estates totalled £12,404 in 1725, and had leaped to £31,709 by 1740. In 1705, the first year the townspeople were obliged to pay colony taxes, the list totalled just £3,736, ranking the town twenty-third of thirty-three towns taxed. The grand list for 1725 ranked Lebanon nineteenth of forty-three towns, while the list for 1740 placed the town the sixth highest in the colony. By 1755, the date of Connecticut’s first official census, Lebanon's grand list had only increased to £38,214, at which time the town counted 3,171 whites and 103 blacks. Lebanon’s population had doubled since William Williams’ birth, and it ranked as one of the wealthiest and most populous towns in Connecticut. According to the 1756 census, Lebanon ranked ninth of seventy-three towns in population. The 1774 census showed that the town had 3,841 whites, ninety-eight Negroes and twenty-one Indians. The town was then fourteenth of seventy-six in population, and the town’s list was eleventh highest in the colony.3


Lebanon was a subsistence-agricultural community, and was thus similar to most other Connecticut towns. Subsistence societies were middle-class and small-farm in character, having few wealthy citizens and no large class of landless laborers. Fifteen miles of poor roads separated the town from the nearest seaport, thus the expense of transporting such agricultural surpluses that were produced was high, and farmers could compete normally only in local markets. Primitive agricultural methods, combined with overintensive use of inadequate soil, made farming largely unremunerative.4 In 1800, Elkanah Tisdale, a prominent Lebanon lawyer, described the character of the land in a piece written for the Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences:


The Town has in it many hills or large swells of land, but few of them steep, generally Stoney & hard to till, with a bed of gravel about a foot & half below the Surface . . . . Between the hills are generally found runs of water bordered by meadow or swamp ground with some tracts of level, sandy thin soiled land, excellent for corn if sufficiently Manured, otherwise not very productive.


Corn, rye, and wheat were the principal grain crops, although some oats and buckwheat were also grown. Farmers also produced pork, beef, and cheese. Few farms were rented, and Tisdale noted further that “perhaps no Town can be found where the Lands are more equally distributed.”5 Professionals were few in number. At the time of William Williams’ birth, Lebanon counted three ministers, one doctor, and one lawyer. The leading merchant was Joseph Trumbull, father of the Revolutionary War Governor.6


The frontier era in Lebanon ended about the time of Williams’ birth, for in 1730, the town proprietors made the final division of land. Population continued to expand rapidly throughout the years of Williams’ youth, but slowed markedly by die 1750s.7 With more than fifty persons per square mile, Lebanon was overpopulated. Poor soil and primitive agricultural methods led to rapid soil exhaustion, and the younger generation was forced to seek its fortune elsewhere. One quarter of males taxed in 1761 had departed by the time of the Revolution. A handful of persons emigrated to Nova Scotia and to the Susquehannnah Territory in Pennsylvania, but far larger numbers moved to western Massachusetts, present Vermont, and New Hampshire. Since Lebanon was an isolated, subsistence-agricultural community, middle-class living standards could only be maintained if large numbers departed.8


Four separate branches of the Williams family had settled in Lebanon in the first quarter of the eighteenth century, three descended from Robert Williams (1607-1693) of Roxbury, Massachusetts, and the fourth from Nicholas (1616-1692) of Roxbury, the younger brother of Robert. The line of Robert Williams was numerous and distinguished, particularly in the Congregationalist ministry. Solomon’s father, the Reverend William Williams of Hatfield, and John Williams (1664-1729), minister at Deerfield, were two of the most distinguished.9 The eldest son of John, Eleazar Williams, was graduated from Harvard College and served as the first minister in Mansfield, Connecticut, from 1710 until 1742. The Reverend Eleazar Williams was well-liked by his parishioners. He delivered the election sermon in 1723. A friend of revived religion, he died on September 21, 1742, and Solomon Williams preached his funeral sermon. Another son, Stephen (1693-1782), served in the ministry in Long Meadow, Massachusetts. Three of Stephens sons, Stephen (1722-1795), Warham (1726-1788), and Nathan (1734-1829), were also ministers. All were graduated from Yale and labored in Connecticut—at Woodstock, Northford Parish in Branford, and Tolland. Eleazar and Stephen Williams were Solomon’s second cousins.10 Another second cousin, Ebenezer Williams (1690-1753), was ordained in October, 1715, as the first minister in Pomfret. Ebenezer enjoyed great influence among the clergy and served as trustee of Yale College. Solomon Williams also delivered his funeral sermon. A younger brother, William (1698-1766), also lived in Pomfret, and members of this branch of the family were counted among the political leaders of that community.11 Solomon’s half-brother, Elisha (1694-1755), was Rector of Yale College between 1725 and 1739. A resident of Wethersfield, he also served as Clerk of the Assembly, Speaker of the House, and Judge of the Superior Court. Two uncles, John (1667-1702) and Eleazar (1669-1725), moved to Stonington. Eleazar resided in Lebanon from 1708 until 1715, and was the first Williams to dwell there. He was elected Selectman in December, 1711, but removed to Stonington in 1715.12


The first Williams to settle in town permanently was Parke Wiliams (1677-1757) of Roxbury, younger brother of the Reverend John Williams of Deerfield. Parke arrived in mid-1711 and was admitted an inhabitant in December. He fathered two sons, Samuel (1699-1775) and John (1706-1774), Harvard, 1725, who were Solomon Williams’ second cousins. Parke became a freeman but never filled any important offices. Samuel held four minor town positions and served in twenty-four parish offices. The townspeople elected John Williams to the legislature three times and also chose him Deacon of the First Church. In 1744, however, he removed to newly-settled Sharon in Litchfield County. He quickly became the most important figure in his community. He served the town as Representative and Justice of the Peace. He was chosen Judge of the Court of Probate for the Sharon district, was chosen Judge of the County Court in October, 1754, and in 1767 was made Lieutenant Colonel of the Fourteenth Militia Regiment.13


Daniel Williams (1683-1737) of Killingworth, grandson of Nicholas, removed to Lebanon in October, 1711. This branch of the family was numerous but not distinguished. Daniel had four sons, Daniel, Isaiah, Samuel, and Israel. They were third cousins of Solomon Williams.14 Ebenezer Williams (1691-1740), a first cousin, moved to Lebanon in 1718. Ebenezer twice served as Selectman and also as militia officer. Ebenezer had three sons who were contemporaries of William Williams. Jonathan (1722-1805) held twenty-one town and four society offices, and, in addition, served ten times as Moderator of the Goshen Society meetings. Vetch (1727-1804) served as militia officer, was chosen Selectman for fourteen years, and twice represented Lebanon in the legislature. Isaac (1729-1814) served one term as Selectman in 1786.15 In addition to Lebanon, Williams’ lived in the Wethersfield, Sharon, Mansfield, Pomfret, Stonington, and Killingworth areas. Almost invariably, several members of the family served in the legislature at the same time. In May, 1757, the first occasion William Williams was present, four others were Deputies—Elisha Williams, Jr., of Wethersfield, son of the Rector, Ebenezer Williams of Pomfret, John Williams of Sharon, and John Williams of Stonington.16


Ecclesiastically, the Williams family ranked among the first families in Connecticut. Solomon Williams, Elisha Williams, Eleazar Williams of Mansfield, Ebenezer Williams of Pomfret, Warham Williams of Branford, and Eliphalet Williams of East Hartford, Solomon’s eldest surviving son, marked the family both by numbers and influence as perhaps the outstanding clerical family in the colony.17 Politically, only Rector Elisha Williams earned a colony-wide reputation prior to the appearance of William Williams. John Williams of Sharon, Ebenezer and Thomas Williams of Pomfret, and William and John Williams of Stonington earned significant reputations in their own localities, but none filled such important positions as Clerk, Speaker, or Judge of the Superior Court as did Elisha Williams.18 In the political sphere, the Williams clan could be counted among the second-rank, ruling families of Connecticut, locally important, but not producing Governors and Assistants like the Talcotts, Pitkins, Wolcotts, and Huntingtons.


When William Williams launched his political career, he possessed important assets. Except for the Clark family, more Williams’ lived in Lebanon than any other family. His father was liked and respected by his parishioners, and he was one of the best-known divines in the colony. Uncle Elisha had a colony-wide reputation earned as Rector of Yale, Speaker, and Judge. These connections, in an age of deference, must be weighed as impressive political assets. The closeness of the Williams and Trumbull families also boosted the career of young William Williams. Such factors, together with his own obvious merits, opened the way to a successful political career.


The eldest son of Solomon Williams was Solomon (1725-1743). He died in Lebanon on October 24, 1743, less than two months after his graduation from Yale.19 Eliphalet Williams (1727-1803) was also graduated from Yale in 1743. He studied theology with his father, and on March 30,1748, was ordained pastor of the church in East Hartford. Three years later, Eliphalet married Mary Williams, daughter of Rector Elisha. Replacing his father, he served as Fellow of Yale College from 1769 to 1801, and in appreciation Yale granted him a degree of Doctor of Divinity in 1782. Like other members of the family, he enthusiastically supported the Patriot cause.20 Ezekiel (1729-1818), the only son not to receive a college education, moved to Wethersfield and, in 1760, married a second cousin, Prudence Stoddard of Northampton. In February, 1767, he was appointed Sheriff of Hartford County, a position he held until 1789. He, too, ardently supported the American cause. Fellow townsmen Silas Deane condescendingly wrote about his enthusiasm in April 1774:


This town met on Thursday, this week; they are spirited. But Sheriff Williams, in his boiling zeal, has almost preached them to death; he neglects serving writs or levying executions, and is now so hoarse that he can only whisper, but his desire of communicating is no way abated, which, were the subject less interesting than it is, would render him a diverting figure.


Once fighting broke out, Ezekiel was appointed to the Committee of the Pay Table, and in May, 1777, he was chosen a Commissary of Prisoners. He retained both positions throughout the war.21 Mary Williams (1733-1794) in 1768 married the Reverend Richard Salter, pastor of the First Church in Mansfield from 1744 to 1787. Thomas (1735-1819) was graduated from Yale in 1756 and was a practicing physician in Lebanon. Christian married John Salter of Mansfield, a prominent citizen of that town who served as Representative and Justice of the Peace. The youngest daughter, Eunice (1745-1831), married the Reverend Timothy Stone of Goshen Parish in Lebanon.22


William Williams spent his childhood in a rapidly-growing agricultural community in the midst of a large and affectionate family. The atmosphere was both religious and learned. Bille had not reached his eighth birthday, when the Philogrammatician Library was founded. Five local ministers and seven laymen from Lebanon covenanted together with Solomon Williams on January 4, 1738/39, to form the library, the first in Windham County and only the fourth in the colony. The participants agreed to furnish £50 “Current money” to Solomon Williams “to purchase and buy a Library of. . . useful and profitable books.” Williams ordered books from Boston, and three extant book lists show that the library contained 103 volumes. A majority were religious in nature, but the library also included seventeen law books, eight medical books, sixteen histories and encyclopedias, and one volume on science. The library was located in the First Society, probably at the home of Solomon Williams, and thus the Williams children had easy access to it.23


The Great Awakening burst on the Connecticut scene a year and a half later, spawned by an electrifying young Anglican preacher, George Whitefield. New England divines, none more ardently than Solomon Williams, had long prayed for and awaited anxiously for spiritual renewal, and the Awakening had an unprecedented and traumatic effect on the spiritual and political consciousness of Connecticut. The entire colony was touched by the revival, but no area more than in Windham and New London Counties. Enthusiasm for the revival was due in large measure to the social and political configuration of the region—rapid growth and turmoil over land titles, religion, currency, and local matters. These tensions weakened the social structure, a fabric already impaired by rapid economic expansion, and they served to alienate the population from their natural social and religious leaders.24 But the revival also had a momentous impact in eastern Connecticut because the leading ministers ardently supported awakened religion. Among the leaders of the revival in northeastern Connecticut were Joseph Meacham of Coventry, Eleazar Williams of Mansfield, Benjamin Pomeroy of Hebron, Eleazar Wheelock of Lebanon Crank, and Solomon Williams. Aiming to cleanse the churches from a century’s growth of impurities, the Great Awakening produced an astounding increase in the number of church admissions. In 1741, ninety-five persons joined the First Church in full communion, five times the average for a normal year. Another fifty-two were admitted the next year. Sixty-six admissions were recorded for the Goshen Church, an impressive total, since the population of Goshen Society was much smaller than that of the First Society, and especially since the minister, Jacob Eliot, did not support the revival. The revival descended upon Lebanon in July, 1741. Jacob Eliot noted in his diary on July 9, that “Mr. Williams preached his lecture, Is[aiah] 33:13-14. A very awakening sermon, a great groang & cryg out.” During July, forty-two persons joined the church in full communion.25


Solomon Williams was a moderate New Light. He believed that the revival was evidence of God’s work, but he opposed the emotional excesses that ultimately alienated a majority of the standing political and ecclesiastical order. Trances and visions could not be depended upon, said Williams, for they could come from either Heaven or Hell. True Christians should not depend on visions as a mark of God’s grace, for man should “have no Christ but what is Reveal’d in the Bible,” and man should remember that “Prayer is one of the chief Means and Instruments of Communion with God.” Persons living without prayer lived without God. On the other hand, Williams did not believe that God dealt with man by filling him “with a Slavish fear and dread of him.” Some ardent souls even considered Pastor Williams an Arminian. He accepted all persons who offered themselves for the communion, provided they had a basic knowledge of religion and were free from scandal. He did not believe that God delighted in man’s miseries, and he did not hold that premonitions were necessarily revelations.26 New Lights represented an ecclesiastical minority in Connecticut after 1740, and, due to the intimate connection between church and state, religious controversies inevitably became political controversies. William Williams did not join his father’s church until 1757, but the revival had an overwhelming effect on the boy. It could not help but heighten his religious sensibilities, and, when he entered politics, he aligned himself with the New Light party.


Young Williams prepared for college by studying with his father, and probably by attending Lebanon’s grammar school. His brothers matriculated at Yale, but William attended Harvard, his fathers alma mater. He entered college in 1747, when he was sixteen, and held the Browne and Gibbs scholarships. Only three glimpses of him exist during his college years. Uncle Israel of Hatfield wrote to brother Solomon on November 29, 1748, that he had recently seen their children, William and John, at Cambridge.27 “They are well, and are very desirous of coming home this Winter. I consented & proposed that they should be absent at ye Same time from College.” Israel believed they should not absent themselves from college for long, and he asked Solomon’s opinion on the subejct.28


In March, 1750, the pastor informed brother Elisha that illness had descended upon the family. On January 2, Ezekiel came down with throat distemper. Three days later, Christian contracted the same disease, and, within another week, Tommy, Moses, and Bille all became seriously ill. Moses died on January 12, but the rest survived. Bille and Christian had “pretty well Recovered,” but Ezekiel and Tommy “have but just Escaped the Grave & are still in a Miserable Languishing State.” The next May, shortly before graduation, Solomon informed his son that he would be “down the week before Commencement and shall bring what you expect from your Mother viz your Gown and Jacket and Shirts,” and, like all good parents, he enclosed money. William received his A.B. in 1751, was granted an ad eundem A.B. from Yale in 1753, and an M.A. “in course” from Harvard in 1754. When he received his second degree from Harvard, Williams argued in his “disputation” that the Scripture was perfect.29


Williams was evidently intended for the ministry, and, after earning his A.B. he studied theology under his father. By 1756, however, he had decided to become a merchant, which, in his case, was a glorified name for shopkeeper. By Connecticut’s modest standards, he did well. His chief interest, however, was politics, and, along with ambition, ability, and family connections, he brought luck to this endeavor, an important ingredient for success in any sphere. Any young man with a college degree and possessing such an eminent father could look forward to a successful political career, had he ambition and a minimal ability to win popular esteem. William Williams was only twenty-one and a half when the townspeople of Lebanon elected him Town Clerk and Town Treasurer.30 At this infant stage of his political career, luck played a crucial role in giving Williams the first and most important step up the ladder of success. Williams attained a prestigous office that placed him at the center of town affairs, due to the premature death of the incumbent Clerk and Treasurer, Gershom Clark (1726-1752).


Clark was clearly marked for political prominence. A graduate of Yale, class of 1743, he was scion of the most numerous and distinguished family in early Lebanon. His father, Gershom Clark (1697-1747), served as militia officer, Selectman, Representative, Justice of the Peace, and Town Clerk and Treasurer. Two uncles, William and Joseph Clark, enjoyed equal prominence, while Gershom’s grandfather, William Clark, Esq. (1665-1725), was the outstanding figure in Lebanon’s founding generation. William Clark was one of the first three men chosen Selectman, was one of nine original members of the church, was the first person to represent Lebanon in the General Assembly, and was the first man chosen Justice of the Peace. He also captained Lebanon’s trainband, served at Town Clerk, was chosen Selectman seventeen times, served as Representative nineteen times, was the first person from northeastern Connecticut to be nominated to the Upper House, and was, moreover, one of two proprietors of the huge Clark and Dewey Purchase in Lebanon, a tract of land totalling more than thirty square miles. Gershom Clark became Clerk and Treasurer upon his father’s death in August, 1747. He served in that office until his own untimely demise on November 2, 1752.31
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