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CHAPTER 1


The Philadelphia Cordwainers


1763


The young girl stood quiet and unseen behind the trunk of a large walnut tree, its leaves and branches scarred on one side by a recent fire. Her demeanor and even her clothing would have indicated to a careful observer that she led a relatively protected life in a family of modest means. Although concealed, she didn’t appear to be ill at ease, but quite sure of herself. Her high-topped shoes were polished but plain, like new ones designed for a long life, and her black dress was of good quality but without frills of any kind. She wore a bonnet that only partially concealed her thick and somewhat unruly hair, most of it twisted into a tight bun on the back of her head. Hers was almost but not quite the same as clothing worn by the many Quaker families in Philadelphia.


From her vantage point on the edge of a side street among modest houses and shops, she could survey most of a small vacant lot—or one that was almost empty. There were the remnants of a burned house, its outline delineated by a rim of scorched weeds and grass. The lone chimney was standing and some of the foundation pillars were still visible, flat rocks only partially held together by blackened mortar. When the unoccupied house had burned the previous month, the neighbors had been successful in limiting the blaze to the one structure, largely because the nearest home was twenty feet away.


There was a boy working just beyond where the house had stood. She knew his name was Ethan, and that his father was Samuel Pratt, the neighborhood shoemaker. Recently she had volunteered to carry her father’s shoes to be repaired and was disappointed when only Mr. Pratt had been in the shop. This was the third time she had come to watch Ethan, and she felt somewhat guilty. Her parents would have been surprised to see her doing anything devious or surreptitious. She was not afraid or embarrassed, but only reluctant to confront another person her age, and especially the boy she was watching.


On previous days she had seen him use a pinch bar to remove the few remaining cut nails from charred boards and timbers, and carefully straighten each nail with a hammer and put it into an old bucket. Then he had gathered the wood debris against a leather apron that extended from his upper chest down to his thighs, and laboriously arranged the pieces in neat piles on the ground, each parallel to the others. Only after the ground within the foundation was cleared and swept smooth had the boy prepared his garden plot in what had been the backyard. He had cut down the weeds with a scythe, broken the ground with a pick and mattock, raked it level, and laid off rows with a hoe. He used two stakes and a taut string to make each furrow perfectly straight before moving to the next one. Now he was planting small pieces of white potato from a bucket in regularly spaced hills almost exactly a foot apart. The girl was fascinated by the care, persistence, and precision with which he labored, totally absorbed in his work. She noticed that there were no wasted movements of his agile hands.


Now she made a deliberate decision to move a few inches out into the open, and the boy looked up and saw her, she presumed for the first time. For a few seconds, they both seemed uncomfortable, not knowing what to say. She finally made a remark that she had carefully rehearsed: “It’s interesting that those potatoes are akin to tomatoes.”


Ethan, somewhat aggravated to be observed without knowing it, replied, “That’s foolish. A potato grows under the ground, and tomatoes on a bush.”


The girl thought for a while and said, “Then maybe my father’s book is wrong.”


“What kind of book?”


“It describes the different food plants produced in Europe.”


Ethan was intrigued, but reluctant to continue talking with a stranger. He said, with something of a smile, “Well, you’d better take another look.”


He turned to continue his work, and when he glanced up again, the girl was gone. This was one of the few times in his life that he had spoken directly with any girl other than his two sisters. He figured that she was probably about his age, since she was larger than his sisters. She was not unattractive, but dark eyebrows gave her face a somewhat brooding appearance. He was pleased that he had been able to correct her mistake, hoped that he had not hurt her feelings, and then forgot about her completely. He had no premonition that they would spend a good portion of their lives together.


Late the next afternoon he was watering some new onion plants and saw the girl approaching from across the nearby street. She had a book in her hand and walked directly toward the garden plot, without hesitation. When she arrived at the edge of the lot, she waited for him to speak first.


“Well, what did you find about the vegetables?”


Trying not to sound superior in any way, she glanced in the book and said, “Tomatoes and potatoes are both in the nightshade family, with a Latin name spelled s-o-l-a-n-a-c-e-a-e. They came from South America. My father has a special interest in the names and origins of plants.” She paused for a few seconds and added, “And so do I.”


She turned the book around and held it out to Ethan as he approached her, and without touching the pages, he read the text. Then he wiped his hands on his trousers, took the book, and thumbed through its pages, stopping to read a few sentences about corn, peas, okra, carrots, sweet potatoes, and other plants that he knew.


She said, “I told my father about your garden, and he said you could borrow the book if you wish.”


When Ethan nodded and kept the book, the girl turned and began to walk away. He called after her, “I’m grateful. What is your name?”


“Epsey Nischman.” She hesitated a few moments and then added, “My father is a Moravian minister, who teaches in our church’s boarding school. We live about two hundred yards from here, and I have seen you working in the garden. My grandparents used to live in Savannah, Georgia, and my grandmother lives with us now.”


They exchanged a little more information about each other, with Epsey describing a house “full of books” and parents interested in helping Indian tribes improve their lives with religious instruction and better farming practices. Epsey soon knew that Ethan was eighteen years old and he found out Epsey was two years younger.


Ethan said, “I’ve had a very small garden plot for several years just behind our house, but it’s mostly in the shade. Only last weekend Mr. Parvey came in our shop to get his shoes repaired, saw me working in the backyard, and said if I would clean up this lot I could plant a garden. I’m to save the boards and nails for him and give him a third of the vegetables I grow.”


“Why didn’t you plant in the clean place where the house stood?”


“Because my father said that a hot fire would kill the ground for a year or two, so things won’t grow on it.”


Epsey offered to help him with his work, but he declined politely. She told him where she lived, and he promised to return the book the next Saturday morning.


As night approached, Ethan walked down a path behind the shops and small houses to the back door of the Pratts’ home and entered the kitchen. His father and sisters were at the table, and his mother was preparing to serve supper.


“You’re late again,” she said. “We were just getting ready to eat.”


“I’ve been in the new garden. I only have a couple of hours each day after the shop closes to work in it.”


His father said, “You’re not like Henry was. He always wanted to stay in the shop as long as he could.”


Ethan decided not to reply.


The shop was not an unpleasant place. There were four workbenches in the center of the main room, spaced evenly around a lighting source that supplemented what came in through the windows and doors. A single high-quality candle burned in the center of four small globes filled with water, each the size of a large man’s fist. Each created a prism that focused the candle’s light in a small spot, and the shoemakers shifted their work to be in the brightest place. The soft leather for the upper shoe was stretched into proper shape, holes were punched with an awl, and strong linen or flax thread was used for sewing. Although steel needles were available, everyone preferred to use stiff hog bristles, which were enmeshed in the end of the thread and guided the fibers through the holes. The thick soles were often attached with small maple pegs. All the toes were square, and the shoes could be worn on either foot.


Samuel Pratt was from a Scotch-Irish Presbyterian family and had come from Ulster to Philadelphia as a young man. Most of his earlier friends had moved on into western Pennsylvania, but he had stayed in the city to ply his trade. He was a member of the Guild of Cordwainers, the older name for their craft. Mr. Pratt was proud of his shop and his trade, commenting often about its value to the community, the breadth of its contact with even the most elite members of Philadelphia society, and the fact that the Worshipful Company of Cordwainers had helped to finance Captain John Smith’s first expedition to America in 1607, long before the Pilgrims came to Massachusetts.


The family lived in the heart of Philadelphia, where Mr. Pratt earned enough to support his wife and four children, somewhat crowded into two rooms above the shop. In the larger room upstairs, two old blankets hung from a length of rope, with a bed on each side. The boys used the space nearest the door and the girls enjoyed a window that looked out on the street. On the ground floor, a narrow room extended all the way across the house behind the shoemaker shop, with a long table surrounded by two benches and two chairs occupying much of the floor space. The fireplace at one end provided warmth and a place for cooking, and supplies of leather goods were stored in shelves along the walls. Mr. Pratt sometimes worried about the future, but the other members of the family took it for granted that they would never lack anything they really needed.


Although Henry was the one who seemed to be interested in his father’s trade and loved to be at the shoemaker’s bench, the making and repairing of shoes and other leather goods just made possible the camaraderie and political discussions with customers and loungers that he really loved. He was small for his age, loved to be with people, and had many boyhood friends. Even when quite young, Henry joined in the discussions about the exciting political life of Philadelphia and its cultural and economic affairs. He worked rapidly and with great skill but despised taking orders and keeping records. Competition from other shoemakers in the city was intense and his father showed no inclination to retire and permit either of his sons to run the shop, so from an early age Henry’s ambition was to move away from home, own his own place, and live an independent life. Influenced by some broadsheets distributed by the Guild of Cordwainers, Henry planned to travel to Norfolk, Virginia, and later to settle in western North Carolina, where he’d read that a number of Quakers had established new homes. He was never insubordinate to his parents and didn’t want to cause them concern, so he shared his plans only with Ethan.


Ethan was the youngest child, born in 1745, two years later than his brother. He had little love for either the work or the talk of the shoemaker’s shop. He was interested in tools, machines, and how things worked, but was even more fascinated with plants and how to grow them. Even as a small child, Ethan had felt closed in and restricted, and wanted mostly to be alone. He had always been quiet and aloof, disappointing his older sisters when he rejected their efforts to cuddle and care for him. Ethan was now tall, thin, blond, and handsome in a rough way. There had been a time when Henry was dominant, but Ethan was larger even before they became teenagers, and after their first bodily contest they had learned to respect each other as physical equals. As soon as he could obtain his mother’s permission, Ethan had begun moving his bedroll downstairs to a corner of the shop, but only for privacy during the night and not because he was attracted to the place during the working day.


He watched Henry with interest and sometimes embarrassment during busy hours in the shop. The conversations were often lively, and Henry would make loud, confrontational statements about political affairs, and was sometimes personally critical of prominent people in the city, including Benjamin Franklin and some of the more influential Quakers. The age or substantiality of other men in the shop never dampened his provocative opinions. Ethan soon realized that his brother would take diametrically opposite positions in subsequent discussions, obviously just to engender lively exchanges. Their father rarely commented except on matters that involved his own profession, and seemed to realize that part of his business was due to Henry’s helping to provide a forum for the exchange of ideas.


Ethan realized that when his brother left home, he would be expected to become his father’s apprentice, customarily a commitment of six or seven years. He was always uncomfortable around other people and, taking advantage of Henry’s presence, he escaped whenever possible to visit a nearby blacksmith or a cabinetmaker, where he volunteered to help them and carefully observed them at their craft. Without explaining or really expecting to have a place to use them, he asked Henry to help him acquire tools of his own with which he could work with wood. Henry found a small collection for sale at a low price in the estate of an older friend of their father. For years, Ethan had enjoyed working behind their shop in a small garden plot, only about twice the size of their kitchen table. He had experimented with various kinds of seeds and cultivation practices, and was proud when his vegetables helped supplement the family’s diet. During the growing season he had tended the garden while the shop was closed or without customers, and considered it a source of pride to be called “farmer” by the other children.


He had finished planting his new and larger garden when Saturday morning came, and was strangely excited as he walked toward the Nischman’s house. He assumed it was from the possible chance of seeing the big collection of books. He knocked timidly on the door, which was immediately snatched open by Epsey. She introduced him to her parents and grandmother. Her father, Georg, asked Ethan how he had liked the book.


“Very much,” the boy replied. “It has the kind of information I’ve always wanted but didn’t even know was written down anywhere.”


They moved into the library, a small room with walls covered by bookshelves filled with stacked magazines, old newspapers, and carefully arranged books.


“I inherited many of these from my father, the church has furnished me with others, and I have bought a few. Most of them are about religion and other practical subjects,” Mr. Nischman said, then glanced at Ethan. He was pleased when the boy did not respond but acknowledged his small joke with a smile.


“You are welcome to come here anytime you wish, and there are some of these books that you can take home to read.”


After that, Ethan visited the Nischman home often, and he and Epsey explored the library together. Ethan soon realized that she was thoroughly familiar with her father’s work and assessed even the most mundane issue through its religious connotations. God was obviously directly involved in the characteristics of seeds and the plants they produced, and engaged in how they were grown and used. She soon found that the interests of her new friend were quite narrow, focused on subjects concerning farming, animal husbandry, handicrafts, and information about life in other parts of the New World. Although their motivations were unrelated, their involvement in farming overlapped because the Moravians were dedicated to sharing agricultural knowledge with native populations in the Caribbean islands and the more western regions of the colonies.


Epsey was soon working with Ethan in his garden, and Mr. Nischman helped them locate different varieties of seeds and seedlings with which Ethan had not been familiar. Ethan learned that Epsey was somewhat solemn but not unhappy and, unlike Ethan’s, her parents were eager to gratify her modest wishes. She didn’t talk much, which suited Ethan well, but they communicated without restraint on the management of the vegetable plots.


Neither Ethan nor Epsey had many friends, and both families obviously welcomed their growing friendship. Their courtship was just a series of small evolutionary steps of shared experiences, mostly involving the study of botany and geography and the planting and cultivation of the garden. The next summer, it seemed natural to everyone when they decided to marry. Much later, when their relationship had become formal and permanent, Ethan couldn’t remember the first time he held her hand or when he had given her the first, dutiful kiss.


That summer, Henry Pratt announced his intentions to leave home after Christmas. Ethan and Epsey were married two weeks after his departure, and they moved in with the Nischmans. Ethan continued helping his father in the shoemaker’s shop and received a small salary that was enough to meet his new family’s needs.


One day Mr. Pratt surprised Ethan by offering him a larger portion of the profits and telling him that he would someday own the shop, but Ethan replied that he and Epsey planned to join Henry as soon as he was settled in North Carolina. The Pratts were disappointed and angry, but Epsey’s father was delighted with the decision. The Nischmans were obsessed with evangelizing the American Indians, and they were happy for their daughter and son-in-law to be living and perhaps doing missionary work in the backcountry.








CHAPTER 2


Sons of Liberty in Norfolk


1765


When Henry Pratt left Philadelphia, he took with him only what he could carry on his back: his clothes, some shoemaker’s tools and supplies, and forty-three silver Spanish pieces of eight he had been able to save during the previous five years. His ultimate goal was to settle in North Carolina, but he was not in a hurry. He followed a relatively good road down through Delaware and Maryland, paused to spend two days in Annapolis, and then crossed over the Chesapeake Bay to Virginia on a ketch that served as a ferry. After wandering around the town and observing the bustling trade in leather goods, Henry decided to spend a few months in Norfolk.


His first visit, early on Monday morning, was to the largest and obviously most successful shoemaker shop, where he insisted on speaking directly to the owner.


When Mr. Carlyle arrived shortly before noon, Henry judged him to be a serious businessman and explained to him that he had been a shoemaker in Philadelphia and wished to continue his trade in Norfolk. He added, to avoid any misunderstanding, that he was not an apprentice, but had years of experience.


The owner said that he had a vacancy and offered to take Henry on, on a trial basis. After some discussion, they decided that Henry would craft one pair each of men’s and women’s shoes, and they would then seek to reach an agreement on the terms of employment. Choosing the design of Philadelphia’s latest styles, Henry quickly fashioned the shoes and presented them to Mr. Carlyle with a smile. He had to acknowledge Henry’s skill and offered him a job as a regular employee, to be paid by the week as were his other workers. The young man politely declined this offer and said he would prefer to work with a fixed payment for each pair of shoes. After some careful assessment of how much he was actually paying his current shoemakers for each pair they produced, Mr. Carlyle made an offer, based on Henry’s shoes being examined for quality before payment was made and the terms of their agreement not being revealed to the other shoemakers.


Henry accepted, pleased by an arrangement that would give him independence from the strict control of his employer, remove any limit on his maximum earnings, and permit flexibility in his working hours so that he could travel around the city during the daytime to learn about aspects of the leatherworking trade with which he was not acquainted.


To minimize his living expenses, Henry made arrangements with a nearby family to share two simple but ample meals each day, and got permission from his employer to set up a folding cot at night in the shoemaker’s storeroom, where he would serve as something of a night watchman. When necessary, he worked there by candlelight to maintain an acceptable level of shoe production. Henry pleased his employer by producing shoes of good quality at a surprisingly high rate, sometimes more than two pairs a day.


He was able to work part-time at a large tannery, where he learned how to cure, dye, and finish the hides of cattle, unborn calves, deer, and horses, and the skins of sheep and goats. He accumulated a careful list of supplies he would need to produce leather for heavy belting for drive pulleys, saddles and harnesses, work shoes, and the finer grades used for jackets, hats, dress shoes, and other light apparel.


On his cot at night, surrounded by the reassuring odor of cured leather and sometimes the stench of the tannery left on his own clothes, Henry planned for his future in North Carolina. As he worked in the shop, he constantly accumulated information from customers who were familiar with the social and political situation in the western regions of the southern colonies.


Henry also visited a local tailor shop, which specialized in the production of fine leather purses, jackets, and other clothing. After he bought a pair of relatively expensive gloves, he obtained permission from the owner to visit the working area. There were several women cutting out patterns and sewing the soft and flexible leather, keeping their heads carefully averted as he walked down the narrow aisle between them, pausing on occasion to observe their work more closely. The last worker, relatively young, looked up at him from her task after he had watched her for a minute or so. Her eyes never wavered from his, they exchanged smiles, and that afternoon he waited outside the shop until she emerged.


Her name was Sophronia Knox but she preferred to be called Sophie, and it was immediately apparent that she welcomed the opportunity to become better acquainted with Henry. They walked to a nearby public area, found a bench, and exchanged information about each other. He quickly learned that Sophie lived with an uncle and aunt, and had never been to school but knew how to read, write, and work with figures. She had been apprenticed to the tailor since she was twelve years old and had begun to be paid a small hourly rate a year later. Sophie was satisfied that her wages were paid directly to her guardians. They treated her kindly, and she was pleased that for the past year she had been given four shillings a week to save or spend as she wished. She was seventeen years old and could not remember her parents, both of whom had died in an epidemic of fever when she was a small child.


Sophie, with her sparkling eyes, curly hair, white teeth, and full, voluptuous lips, aroused Henry in an intense way. She had an apparently unconscious habit of putting her fingers on him when they were talking to each other, and there were increasingly frequent times when her fingernail dragged across his chest or one of his biceps. She impressed Henry with her candor, and he was somewhat overwhelmed with the outpouring of opinions and information about every subject with which she was at all familiar. Although the scope of her life had been limited, she was obviously a keen observer and eager to learn from others. It seemed she would never run out of things to report about her employer, fellow workers, her aunt and uncle, their immediate neighbors, people she had met at church, or her other few acquaintances. Even the simplest and most innocuous conversations or events filled her with a great reservoir of memories that to her were worth sharing.


She was apparently interested in everything Henry had to say, and since exchanging information had always been one of his favorite pastimes, they got along well from their first meeting. They were never at a loss for words, both waiting expectantly for their next opportunity to speak. Sophie’s family was from Scotland, and her uncle still worked in a firm where her father had also been employed. Their primary business was buying tobacco, grading its quality, packing it in large hogsheads, and shipping it to Glasgow. There seemed to be a deep antagonism between the Scots and the English merchants in Norfolk, so Henry heard only disparaging comments from Sophie about anything to do with London.


Henry was eager to meet her uncle and was soon invited to their home, where he immediately felt at ease. Mr. Knox was proud of his work and relished telling Henry of the firm’s progress and its ability to triumph over English competitors in capturing the lucrative tobacco trade. His particular responsibility was to expand the exchange of goods with Virginia farmers, who increasingly depended on the firm’s providing them with whatever was necessary to produce a crop and to survive during the winter. He was not at all ashamed of their techniques for forging an almost inseparable tie to these producers of tobacco and wheat, based on a liberal credit policy that almost invariably resulted in indebtedness that could rarely be settled with the proceeds from a single crop. The farm families were, therefore, obliged to continue the exchange of their crops and livestock for implements, consumer goods, household supplies, food staples, and a limited amount of cash during the growing season. Because of his religious beliefs, Mr. Knox was personally opposed to slavery, but his business obligations permitted him to be flexible on the subject. There were some families in the area who refused to purchase slaves and insisted on working their own land, but Mr. Knox told Henry that the average tobacco producer in Virginia possessed twenty slaves.


He explained that although otherwise highly competitive, the merchants in Norfolk usually refrained from competing with one another for business with a family that was already obligated to a firm. Since there was usually no other source of dependable credit, this permitted the merchants to “buy low and sell high,” which produced maximum profit among them all. Factors and bankers in Glasgow and London backed Mr. Knox’s company and others like it that provided year-round loans to colonial farmers. Interest rates were high, and the risks of losses were minimal. The danger of unpaid bills was offset by security deeds on land, property, and slaves, which more than covered the debts, and the merchants and factors frequently wound up owning plantations and smaller farms when the owners could not pay and faced foreclosure. As often as not, the bankrupt families simply abandoned their estates to move quietly to frontier lands for a new start.


The Knoxes were devout Presbyterians, and Henry attended services with them. He found that there was little formal ceremony there, but a strong dependence on the morning sermon. The clergyman was not reticent in expressing his views on current circumstances, finding little difficulty in connecting almost any political or social issue with an appropriate selection from the Scriptures. The sessions were filled with criticisms of the dominant Anglican Church, its closeness to the political authorities, and demands for the full independence of all worshippers. Members of the congregation seemed to be caught up in these issues, and they precipitated long Sunday-afternoon talks and sometimes mild arguments between Mr. Knox and Henry.


Although there were some political comments at church that were surprising and somewhat disturbing to Henry, Mr. Knox was even more outspoken in his home.


“I’ve always been a loyal subject of the crown, but King George the Third is so ignorant and incompetent that he has strained my confidence in the monarchy itself.”


Henry had never heard such comments in his own family. Any negative references to the royal family would have been almost as unlikely as a personal criticism of Jesus Christ. In order to disassociate himself from Mr. Knox’s opinions and, at the same time, to keep the conversation going, he replied, “Well, down through history we have often had monarchs who lacked perfect judgment. In fact, a few were known to be quite sinful and even mentally deranged.”


Mr. Knox replied, “But this one has violated a long-standing principle that has been honored for more than a hundred years, when Charles the First tried but failed to impose English worship services on Scotland. Since then, the king has acknowledged that Parliament has the power to govern. In fact, ever since the Magna Carta in 1215, citizens have been assured that there would be no taxation without representation. Otherwise, we Scots would never have joined with England sixty years ago.”


Henry realized that he was at a disadvantage in this discussion. Mr. Knox was much more familiar with British history, and particularly with facets of it that applied to his own people.


“I thought it was Parliament that passed the Stamp Act earlier this year, and not King George?”


“The problem is that the king no longer stays aloof from the details of administration concerning the colonies, and injects himself into almost everything that is domineering and abusive. Instead of acting as something of a sea anchor, to provide stability and restraint while parliamentarians consider legislation carefully, he is in the forefront of wild and ill-considered decisions. His voice and influence are used to inflame the public and force Parliament to act against those of us in the colonies.”


Henry replied, “But the final influence is with the people, and the leaders they choose to represent them in London.”


“Henry, what you don’t seem to understand is that in every colony, perhaps excepting Georgia, we have developed political systems that are much more democratic than anything Great Britain has ever known. Although the crown appoints the governors and their councils, all the colonies have some form of parliaments or assemblies that deal with internal matters. From town meetings in Massachusetts to legislatures in the Carolinas, the people have gained the right to make decisions about our own lives, including the levying of taxes. Until George became king in 1760, these rights were basically unchallenged, but since then he has encouraged Prime Minister Grenville to put the screws to the colonies. They’ve tried in every way to interrupt all navigation except trade that benefits Britain and is carried on British bottoms. We Scots will never forgive him. On top of that, the Stamp Act imposed on us from London is a direct violation of our freedom, and a departure from the ancient principle of no taxation without representation.”


“Mr. Knox, I understand what you’re saying, but I don’t see that the Stamp Act is all that much of a problem.”


“Son, aside from the legalities involved, it is an unbearable burden for my business and for anyone else that has to deal in contracts, deeds, bills of sale, wills, or any other kind of legal documents. The tax is even imposed on playing cards, marriage licenses, newspapers, and pamphlets. This is something we cannot accept.”


“I don’t understand why this has happened. Why wasn’t London satisfied with the way things were going?”


Mr. Knox hesitated a moment and then replied, “The answer to that is complicated. With the end of the French and Indian War, England had prevailed over all of her historic enemies and is now dominant in North America and on the world’s seas. At the same time, there is a tremendous debt that has to be paid off, accumulated from all the military action. The colonists have also been a financial burden, with few if any taxes collected over here ever sent to England.”


“But why single out the colonies? Didn’t we do everything possible to help in the war against France?”


“Well, to be truthful, the answer is no. Most colonial governments met the official requests from London for financial contributions, which rarely even covered the expenses of the colonies. But, in fact, a lot of merchants, including my own company, continued to trade freely with the French even during the conflict. It was very lucrative for us, and the British seem to resent it even more now than when the war was under way. This is one of the main arguments that the king has used against us. About ten thousand of the British troops that were fighting the French and the Indians are now quartered over here, and some hotheads in Parliament claim that our taxes should be used to pay this cost.”


“Mr. Knox, I noticed that you said we can’t accept the stamp tax. If you refuse to pay the tax, I don’t see how any jury made up of your neighbors would ever punish you.”


Knox nodded. “That brings up another problem, just as serious as the tax. Parliament has also mandated that any violators would have to be tried in British admiralty courts, appointed and controlled from London, and not by a jury of our peers. Many of our prominent men, including Patrick Henry and George Washington, have spoken out publicly against these threats to freedom in all the colonies.”


“Then with so many British soldiers in the colonies, what can we do?”


“Some things are already being done, as I’m sure you have heard. There have been riots in some of the port cities, especially further north in New England, and many merchants along the coast are trying not to buy British goods. I know for a fact that this has become a serious problem for my own home company in Scotland, and the financial and mercantile leaders are hurting much worse in London and are calling for a repeal of the Stamp Act.”


Henry didn’t respond further, but the conversation had a great impact on him. At the shoemaker’s and the tannery, he repeated and even embellished on the points made by Mr. Knox. He found, however, that few of his fellow workers had any concern about the Stamp Act, since none of them had needed to use legal documents since the law was passed. Most of them were somewhat uncomfortable when Henry extended his criticisms beyond the Parliament and prime minister and referred personally to the king, and he soon had a reputation as a source of dissension against the government in England.


•  •  •


One afternoon, as Henry left the tannery, two young men were waiting for him at the gate.


The older one asked, “Are you Henry Pratt?”


“Yes. Why do you ask?”


“We have heard that you have spoken out against the Stamp Act. Is that right?”


“Well, that’s really none of your business. Before I answer, you’ll have to tell me your purpose in coming to see me.”


“We belong to a small organization that is devoted to opposing this unfair and oppressive law, and we’re looking to find kindred souls. We were hoping you could join us for a tankard of ale, or whatever refreshment you prefer.”


“Well, I’m indeed thirsty after a hard day’s work and would be glad to share a drink with you.”


When seated at a nearby tavern, the men introduced themselves as Shelby Somers and Daryl Gethers, and they claimed that both their families were large landowners. Henry could soon tell that his new acquaintances were well educated and knowledgeable about political affairs in the Commonwealth, and they wanted him to join a group that they called the Sons of Liberty, also known as the Liberty Boys.


“We don’t have much of an organization,” they explained, “but we are dedicated to two basic activities. One is to help encourage and enforce an agreement among all merchants to avoid buying or using goods from England. The other is to induce British officials not to use the official paper with expensive stamps on it.”


Henry was quiet for a while, took a long drink of ale, and then asked, “How could you do these things?”


“First of all,” said Somers, “we have the backing of the gentry, which includes most of the political and commercial leaders in Virginia. Our own fathers are prominent and influential. The basic premise is that we are loyal citizens who only demand the same rights that have been guaranteed in Great Britain for generations and that have always been assumed in the colonies. We’re not blaming the king. Prime Minister Grenville, who brought about all these problems, has now been removed from office, and we believe that King George will be looking for some way out of this confrontation with the colonies. We just want to encourage everyone in England to realize what a terrible mistake the Parliament has made.”


“Why do you need me, if all you aristocrats are united in opposition to the Stamp Act?”


“We’ve heard about your strong opinions on this matter, and we need someone who is familiar with the good people who are shoemakers, tanners, and other artisans. And to be frank with you, we know of your close relationship to Mr. Knox. He is a good man, and as a Presbyterian and a Scot, he can be very influential among the merchants who are not tied directly to London. His company might be touched by the embargo against trade with England. It would be helpful if they would join us, and you might help us avoid hurting the merchants in Glasgow and concentrating on those in London. That’s where the pressure needs to be applied.”


“I’m inclined to help you all, but I’d like to talk to Mr. Knox first. He doesn’t tell me what to do, and I know he’s as opposed to the Stamp Act as I am. But maybe he could give us some good advice.”


The young men quickly agreed, and they parted company.


Henry looked forward to his next Sunday-afternoon talk with Mr. Knox, who also relished having such an eager listener. This time, Henry took the initiative and described his conversation with Somers and Gethers, but without naming them. The response was immediate and clear.


“I’ve known about the Sons of Liberty for several months, and I agree with their basic purpose. All the leaders in our company, including those in Scotland, are strongly opposed to the Stamp Act in the colonies, considering it to be abusive and counterproductive. Many of us believe that the purpose behind it is not just to develop something of a trade monopoly for England and raise revenue, but also to keep the colonies in a weakened financial condition. Some London factors have deliberately encouraged landowners in America to accumulate a load of debt that they know can never be repaid.


“At the same time, we’re concerned about an embargo, because we fear that our own merchants in Glasgow might suffer along with those in London. We have a number of ships in the Carolinas and Georgia right now loaded with rice and ready to go to Europe, and an embargo would cost us a lot of money. Although we are prepared to suffer some consequences, we would certainly like to see maximum pressure brought where it will do the most good, by inducing London to change its policies.”


Without saying so, Mr. Knox clearly approved of Henry’s joining the Sons of Liberty and proceeded to tell him how the effect of trade restraints might be focused on English merchants, manufacturers, and shipowners. Henry listened carefully and soon shared this advice with the Sons of Liberty.


After that, Henry maintained an acceptable level of shoe production but cut back on his work at the tannery. He spent all his spare time with the group. He learned that Somers was the leader and that his father was a large landowner near Norfolk and also a member of the House of Burgesses, the parliament of colonial Virginia. As had been originally explained to Henry, the members of the Sons of Liberty were divided into two groups. One, in which Henry was mostly involved, obtained information about commerce in the port city. They built up a list of all goods being imported and the national origin of each item. Some, like rum, came from the Caribbean. Others, like paint, glass, and firearms, mostly came from England. In these cases, the Sons of Liberty learned where they could be obtained from other countries. Where England was the only known supplier, they decided to urge Virginians to refrain from buying the item at all, a point that had been emphasized by George Washington, a prominent member of the House of Burgesses. Although the Commonwealth’s only newspaper, the Virginia Gazette, refused to publish anything that was critical of the mother country’s government, the lists were promulgated widely on leaflets and posters, and it was soon obvious that they were having an effect.


The other group, which Henry joined on a few occasions, organized demonstrations against officials who had custody of stamped paper, attempting to intimidate them against using the documents for the collection of the tax. Although there was news of riots and acts of violence against determined British officials in some of the colonies, most of those in Norfolk soon pledged not to distribute the stamps if the crowds around their homes and offices would disperse. Sophie was eager to join in the demonstrations, but both Henry and Mr. Knox objected that this was an improper role for a woman.


The activities of the Sons of Liberty were well known to the public, but Henry pleased Mr. Knox by informing him in advance about most of their plans. As a result, Henry received financial contributions that he was able to share with the Sons of Liberty to cover their expenses for posters and brochures.


The Sunday-afternoon conversations at the Knox home continued as usual and covered an increasingly broad range of subjects. With Henry’s developing interest in political affairs, he looked forward to these sessions, and the older man was well practiced in expounding his rigid opinions and priorities. Although normally opinionated himself, Henry was able to admit his ignorance about many subjects, and both he and Sophie asked one question after another without hesitation. One afternoon Henry decided to explore a very basic question, which he was sure every educated person must understand.


“Mr. Knox, what is the difference between people who live in England and those who live over here? How can we have such conflicting ideas if we share the same history, speak the same language, and are loyal to the same royal family?”


“Henry, there is a natural difference between those who have stayed at home in England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales and their kinfolk who decided to leave home and move here to America. Each group believes itself to be superior. Colonists think that those still in Europe lack initiative, are not courageous enough to depart on an unpredictable adventure, or don’t have the foresight to take advantage of new opportunities. They seem to be docile, willing to accept encroachments on their political or religious freedoms, and to accommodate with little question the changing policies of their government. On the other hand, we have come to find freedom, to worship in various ways, to begin new lives, to challenge what is in effect an unknown continent, and to suffer hardship if necessary to achieve these goals. Does this describe the attitude of most of the people you know?”


Sophie replied, “That’s certainly the way I see the situation. How can the folks back in Britain disagree with this?”


“There are different opinions on both sides. Some people back in the old country agree with our views, as many of the gentry, particularly in Virginia, still consider anything in London to be superior—even the people there. Some of these are what you might call the outcasts of the gentry class, including a lot of second and third sons who received no inheritance. You can observe them here in Norfolk attempting in every way possible to copy life as it is in England and considering themselves superior to the rest of us. They think that it was mostly misfits who left home, including radical worshippers like the Pilgrims, Quakers, Baptists, Mennonites, and even Presbyterians, all inferior in the eyes of the Almighty. In fact, we have to admit that a number of the settlers have come over here as paupers and indentured servants, having failed to earn a living back home. On the bottom, maybe, are a large group of criminals who have been paroled to provide a workforce in the colonies, although often their crimes were just the nonpayment of debts.


“In any case, when someone leaves a mother country, it is a case of separation or rejection, either voluntary or involuntary. This drives something of a wedge between people.”


Henry considered this for a few moments and then asked, “But aren’t the colonies very valuable to Britain, to provide things like cotton, timber, rice, indigo, and tobacco, and also a market for England’s manufactured goods?”


“Well, I certainly think so, but there are prominent Englishmen who disagree. They believe there is a limited amount of wealth in the world, and as much of it as possible should be attracted to the mother country. Compared to the Caribbean, India, and Africa, the colonies in America have not been very lucrative in trade, and at the same time are too costly to hold. I noticed recently that some leading members of our Parliament were condemning the decision at the end of the French and Indian War to keep Canada, calling it just thousands of acres of barren wilderness. They thought one small island in the Caribbean would be much more valuable. Another problem is that our population over here has exploded, multiplying tenfold just in this century—now almost a third as many as there are back home—and we are becoming more and more difficult to manage from such a distance.”


Sophie said, “Well, I can understand the advantages of India and the Caribbean, but don’t see anything attractive about Africa.”


Mr. Knox hesitated a moment before saying, “This is something not much discussed, but the slave trade provides a steady stream of money back to England, a lot of it through Liverpool. The colonies in tropical climates must have workers to accommodate the extreme heat, and the British have found that a few places to buy slaves along the West African coast are as good as gold mines. The British elite pretend to disassociate themselves from slave traders, but they are deeply and eagerly involved in the accumulation of the profits, even as they look the other way.”


Mr. Knox had finally touched upon a subject that he usually avoided. With this one exception, he was able to correlate his political opinions with his interpretation of the Holy Scriptures. As an honest and devout man, he could not defend the involvement of his company in the slave traffic, but he attempted to rationalize what he was doing.


“We never buy slaves,” he explained, “but sometimes become the unwilling owner when we have to foreclose on a farmer and he has Negroes as part of his property. Also, when we resell a slave that we come to own, we are careful to have him resold by responsible dealers.”


Sophie asked, “But don’t you lend money to them to buy slaves?”


It was obvious that Mr. Knox was uncomfortable with the logic of his explanations. Although he couldn’t relate his actions to his basic religious standards, he was able to compare them favorably with those of other merchants.


“This is unavoidable when Negroes are necessary for the operation of a plantation. If there is any appreciable acreage, there is no way for a landowner to produce rice or tobacco, for instance, without a lot more labor than his own family can provide. We would have to go out of business if we were the only ones who refused to make loans to meet such a need, but we try to use our influence to minimize abuse by cruel and greedy owners, so it’s probably better for the slaves to have us make the loan than most of our competitors. Although they deny it by having different names as owners of the slave ships, some of our British competitors are even bringing blacks from Africa over here to be sold.”


Mr. Knox went on to explain that prosperous Englishmen dominated the Commonwealth government in Williamsburg, crafting laws that were almost invariably self-serving, and often to the detriment of lower-class Virginians and those like the Scots who competed in trade between London and the colonies. A strict man in his personal habits, Mr. Knox condemned especially the wealthy families who patterned their social lives after the aristocracy of England, and who, he said, often outdid the people “back home in London” in drunkenness, frivolity, and apparent obsession with their pedigrees. Henry was surprised to perceive the intensity of his older friend’s animosity toward the landed gentry, some of whom were his firm’s largest customers.


Later, Henry and Sophie agreed that her uncle was not completely logical in his explanations. His sympathies seemed to be with tenants, yeomen, and small farmers, but he had to admit that, as a merchant, he was forced to cast his lot with the dominant elite on matters that affected his own company.


The next Sunday, Henry somewhat reluctantly asked a question that revealed his relative ignorance about political alignments and the history of the mother country.


“Mr. Knox, what’s the difference between Whigs and Tories?”


Mr. Knox laughed softly and responded, “Well, both names came about a hundred years ago from the other side as something of a curse. ‘Whig’ originally meant a horse thief, and later referred to people like me—a Scottish Presbyterian inclined to question the policies of a king. ‘Tory’ referred to an outlaw whose first loyalty was to the pope. Later, the Whigs were inclined to be those who placed their faith in business and commerce while Tories represented the Anglican Church and honorary titles—all tied to favors handed out by the crown. Nowadays, I would say that Tories and Loyalists are about the same, while Whigs are those that are emboldened to question some of the decisions made by King George the Third. As you can well imagine, there are radicals on both sides who tend to bring credit or discredit on the names, depending on the attitude of the observer.”


Sophie and Henry spoke almost simultaneously: “I guess that makes me a Whig.”


Mr. Knox said, “I may be one also.”


Sophie was familiar with Mr. Knox’s prejudices and was reluctant to probe them openly, but alone with Henry she analyzed their conversations with pleasure, humor, and objectivity. Although she usually agreed with her uncle, she could understand and empathize even with pompous aristocrats, slave owners, English merchants, and the laggard workers in the tailor shop. Henry, on the other hand, almost invariably had sharp and carefully defined opinions on almost every subject; there was seldom any middle ground for him. Inevitably, they argued often, but there was one subject on which they agreed: they would be going together when Henry was ready to depart for western North Carolina.


Sophie helped Henry with the next letter to his family in Philadelphia. It was an unusually long and friendly one, designed to make as good an impression as possible. Henry described what he had learned about the leather trade and thanked his father for the good training he had received as a shoemaker. He wanted Ethan to know about his plans to move to North Carolina the first week in October and wondered if his brother still planned to come to the frontier region. Henry hoped that his two sisters had found beaus and were soon to start their own families, and revealed the surprising news that he and Sophronia Knox were soon to be married. He and his wife-to-be both promised to write to their families after they arrived in their new home.


Both Henry and Sophie were eager to be married and on their way, and Henry announced that they would go to the courthouse and have the local magistrate perform the ceremony. Sophie thought longingly of her “bridal chest” and some of the fancy clothing that she and the Knoxes had accumulated since her childhood, but she kept her initial objection to herself. Somewhat hesitantly, they informed Mr. Knox of their plans as they prepared to eat their next Sunday meal in his home. Henry noticed Sophie and Mr. Knox murmuring to each other and was glad to see that both of them were smiling, obviously pleased with plans for the expeditious ceremony.


That afternoon, as the two men sat on the front porch for their customary discussion about affairs of the day, Mr. Knox said, “Henry, as you may know, Sophie has turned over to me a portion of her wages ever since she became employed, and she now has a tidy sum that will be helpful in setting up housekeeping in North Carolina.”


Henry was surprised and responded, “Mr. Knox, Sophie has told me that this has always been her contribution to help pay her share of the expenses in your home.”


“Nonsense! You will have unpredictable expenses, and Mrs. Knox and I are well able to help. We consider her to be our daughter, and we will add a contribution of our own to her dowry. In addition, we will purchase the required stamps for your marriage license.”


Henry was startled and exploded in anger. “No, sir! I’ll be damned if there will be a British stamp on anything of mine!”


Mr. Knox was very proper in his own speech, and this was the first time he had heard an expletive come from Henry’s lips. Henry’s face flushed, and he apologized for his outburst. Neither of them spoke for a while, until finally Henry said, “I know we can’t go to the courthouse, and it might even be a problem with a public ceremony in the church.”


Mr. Knox responded, “Maybe Sophie would agree to a nice, quiet service here in our home. I’m sure our pastor will not insist on a stamped marriage certificate.”


Standing just inside the window behind a curtain, Sophie smiled to herself, went to her room, and began laying out the bonnet, veil, and lacy dress that she would be wearing during the ceremony in the front parlor, as she had been planning since the first day she had met Henry Pratt.








CHAPTER 3


A Corrupt Royal Government


Mr. and Mrs. Henry Pratt moved to Orange County, North Carolina, and set up housekeeping in the growing settlement called Childsburg in the late winter of 1765, the year before the town’s name was to be changed to Hillsborough. This was the trading center for a community in the foothills of western North Carolina, lying almost equidistant from the Neuse and Haw rivers. Many backcountry farmers had moved in from Pennsylvania, to escape the restrictive Quaker oligarchy or just seeking new land. Some families had lost their previous jobs or property, and others were dissatisfied with their relatively inferior economic and social status in the coastal regions. They were a highly diverse population, who had come originally from England, Scotland, Ireland, Germany, Switzerland, and a few from Scandinavia. They paid little attention to organized religion, except for those in a nearby settlement of Quakers. All the newcomers considered themselves to be pioneers, establishing a new society whose overall premise was freedom and individuality. By choice and necessity, they were almost totally self-sufficient, importing just a few staples like iron, rum, gunpowder, and salt, and exporting mostly animal pelts and cattle. As soon as the farm families could meet their own needs for food grain and a garden, they cleared additional land for cash crops, mostly tobacco, and sometimes flax and indigo.


When Henry told the community officials that he was an experienced shoemaker, they welcomed him with enthusiasm and immediately offered him a choice of several empty lots near the center of town. But knowing the characteristics of a tannery, Henry suggested instead a site on the eastern outskirts of the village near a small stream so that he could wash his hides and the prevailing westerly breezes would carry the obnoxious odor of curing hides away from other residents. He and Sophie built a small shop with living quarters upstairs, very similar to what he had known in Philadelphia.


When it was completed, Sophie selected a broad and smoothly planed board and painted SANDY CREEK LEATHER SHOPPE on top, with HENRY PRATT, PROP. underneath, which Henry nailed over the front door. On the back of their property, he erected a large, open-sided shed for the curing of hides. The Pratts had no other competition in the community except for a Quaker shoemaker several miles away who served mostly other Quakers, so Henry was soon busy repairing and selling shoes, saddles, harnesses, saddlebags, and even leather fire buckets lined with pitch. Sophie was somewhat disappointed that most housewives did their own sewing, but there were enough unmarried men to buy the gloves, vests, and tunics she produced. One, a long, loose-fitting shirt called a “wamus,” was especially popular, and she filled a few orders for leather caps and hats.


Both having come from the more stylish coastal area and having been involved in producing clothing themselves, they were interested in what the frontier people wore. All apparel was handmade, of durable leather or heavy woven fabric that could be taken apart and sewn back together. Some farmers and woodsmen had leather shoes, but Indian moccasins were more common, often stuffed for comfort or warmth with moss or buffalo hair. Their headgear was a slouch felt hat or, in winter, a fur cap of coonskin, bear, fox, or squirrel, usually with a tail in back.


Frontier women wore linen or linsey-woolsey dresses called “Mother Hubbards,” often hanging straight down, or with a cloth belt around the waist in an attempt at style. The only undergarments were petticoats, made of the same material. Housewives usually wore aprons to protect the dress. Woolen or quilted capes were added for warmth, and most preferred linen bonnets or shawls. Footwear was similar to that of men, except that a surprising number of women wore wooden shoes.


Emulating his father, Henry arranged for his shoemaker shop to be a place for customers and loafers to spend an hour or so, sitting on two long benches near his workplace and discussing the affairs of the day while he continued with his work. To permit the men to engage in their masculine discussions, Sophie did her work in their living quarters upstairs, where she could still overhear their arguments and ribald jokes when she chose to do so.


Although they had enjoyed a delightful and adventurous sexual relationship, it was only after they settled in Hillsborough that Henry and Sophie realized that they were deeply in love. They explored the community together on Sundays, and at other times, when the shop was closed, found it easy to share their most intimate thoughts, and yearned for each other when they were apart. Henry was even inspired, on occasion, to write a poem for Sophie, expressing feelings on paper that he could not otherwise put into words.


•  •  •


For the first few months Henry and Sophie concentrated their efforts on establishing a good business, and the discussions in his shop were somewhat restrained and cautious. He resolved just to listen until he knew his customers and the loungers better, but he was naturally loquacious among his peers and couldn’t restrain himself for more than a few days. His first impressions were of how different life was in this frontier area, compared with what it had been in Philadelphia and Norfolk. Even though there was a clear distinction and natural incompatibility between the rich and poor families in Orange County, both groups seemed relatively satisfied with the status quo when the Pratts arrived in Hillsborough. The social and political divisions seemed secondary to a common scramble to establish new lives in a strange environment.


His impressions changed when a small group of regulars at the shoemaker shop began to stay for an hour or so after Henry quit working, to share a few pitchers of ale and enjoy a more frank and incisive discussion. Henry was caught up in the arguments and intrigues of the region and soon aligned himself with the small property owners, workers who had no businesses of their own, and farm families and tradesmen who wanted freedom to manage their own lives. None of them shared the social status or governmental authority of the more prosperous merchants, large landowners, and courthouse politicians, most of whom derived their wealth and influence from ties to their equivalents on the coast.


Henry’s new friends combined their skills as raconteurs with an eagerness to learn as much as possible about the political situation in their own area. They were fascinated with Henry’s description of his involvement in Norfolk with the Sons of Liberty, and he repeated some of the political opinions he had derived from them and from Mr. Knox. One of the group, Richard Pyle, was employed as a scribe in the courthouse and, despite the danger of losing his job, was willing to share with Henry and a few others information that was recorded there on wills, tax digests, and property transfers. It was clear that, as in other communities, the powerful families were using every device to increase their wealth and influence. In Orange County, their procedures were not always legal or proper.


•  •  •


Ethan had planned to follow his brother to North Carolina as soon as Henry was settled. However, their father was ill when Henry arrived in Hillsborough, and Ethan felt obligated to work full-time just to take care of the shop. Though Mr. Pratt recovered well enough to walk around the city and visit with friends, he still seemed to be reluctant to resume his duties at the shoemaker’s bench. Ethan and Epsey soon began to suspect that this was a pretense to prevent their leaving home, and insisted that Samuel Pratt take on a young apprentice, who proved to be ambitious and competent. While he was being trained, the young couple delayed their departure and contented themselves with studying the increasingly eloquent and descriptive letters from Henry’s new wife, who seemed eager to share information about their lives.


On occasion, Epsey responded to Sophie’s letters, telling little about their humdrum life in Philadelphia. Instead, she mostly asked questions that she and Ethan wanted answered about their future home, which was obviously a rapidly changing community. They learned that the population of the settlement had increased greatly, just seven years after the first permanent merchants and tradesmen had opened their stores on the site. Farmers who lived in more remote areas, where Ethan planned to settle, could exchange produce for basic necessities in small hamlets near their homes or isolated general stores owned by some of the larger landowners. But Hillsborough was the major center of commerce and trade and also the county seat of Orange County, and all legal affairs had to be conducted in the courthouse.


There was little ongoing relationship between most families in this frontier area and those who had occupied the coastal areas for more than a century. The backcountry was in the foothills, and the upper reaches of the fast-flowing streams were not navigable: only logs could go through the numerous rapids and falls, or small cargo that could be portaged around the difficult places. Farmers had to depend on packhorses to move their goods to the nearest barge sites, and development of road transportation was slow and spasmodic. There was a natural difference of interest and in wealth between the coastal plain and the hill country.


Epsey was relieved to learn that there were few slaves in the area. For instance, as late as 1763 in Orange County, fewer than one family in ten owned any slaves and most of those had only two or three, who worked in the woods and fields side by side with the landowner. Sophie knew from Mr. Knox that in the older settlements of the coastal region, half of the households had slaves, an average of about twenty each. Also, money was scarce in the backcountry and possessions were minimal. Henry relayed information from Richard Pyle that probated wills at the Hillsborough courthouse showed an average wealth of families to be less than £200, including land, implements, livestock, crops in storage, and all personal belongings. This was a relief to Ethan and helped him plan for his financial needs before leaving Philadelphia.


•  •  •


It was inevitable that the situation around Hillsborough would continue to change. The western land was productive, and with tobacco prices skyrocketing and little new land available, property values increased rapidly. Many of the original settlers, especially within ten miles or so of the county seat, found that their small land holdings would sell at a price higher than they had ever expected. Their more affluent and ambitious neighbors were eager to buy land whenever a small farmer was in financial trouble or ready to move farther west. There was a surge of transactions that required action by officials at the courthouse, including land titles, bills of sale, crop mortgages, deeds to secure debts, tax assessments, and liens.


The number of lawyers proliferated to handle these legal affairs and to interpret the stream of laws and directives that were coming from the royal governor and his council. New agreements were now being legalized among the more influential Carolinians to take advantage of opportunities opened to them, and punitive laws had to be enforced against both actual criminals and those who failed through ignorance or design to comply with the complex regulations.


•  •  •


Henry Pratt became increasingly knowledgeable about North Carolina political affairs as he and his friends shared ideas and information with one another. Governor William Tryon was loyal to the crown and, although unsuccessful in his efforts, used every means short of violence to suppress protesters of the British Stamp Act. A shrewd political tactician, he consolidated his hold on the colonial government, carefully maintained a subservient council, and spread a net of other loyalists throughout the colony, bound together by mutual advantage. Tryon consolidated his control over the remote areas of the colony by appointing all the sheriffs, judges, tax assessors, and clerks, and secured their loyalty through bribery, intimidation, or by tacit permission for them to enrich themselves at the expense of the general public.


Although he was criticized on the coast, the greatest outcry against Tryon’s policies came from frontiersmen in the region around Hillsborough, including Orange and Alamance counties. Knowing this, and despite the rapidly growing population in the west, Tryon made sure that the eastern counties retained control by dividing favored counties into smaller units, each having its own allotment of delegates. There was no practical way to appeal these decisions, since respected British courts were thousands of miles away, and Tryon seemed to be one of London’s favorite royal appointees. These concerns became an obsession with Henry Pratt and others, who shared their frustrations with one another.


Most of the Pratts’ favorite customers were farmers, who came by on their monthly shopping expeditions to be measured for shoes, to buy harnesses and sometimes clothing, or to acquire tanned hides as raw material for their own handicrafts. Others who came to the shop more regularly were townsmen, who would sometimes buy an item but mostly enjoyed a congenial place for conversation. Jokingly, they began to call themselves the Sandy Creek Association, and would refer to their visits as “a meeting of the association.”


Henry was one of the more aggressive members of the group. “We cannot afford to be timid, and nobody else is speaking out for us. We’ve got to grab everybody’s attention, and the best way is to be strong and bold,” he urged them.


Richard Pyle responded, “Well, I work in the courthouse and hear a lot of complaints and also some of the responses. The people are confused about what’s going on, and don’t understand what their relationship ought to be with the officials. Just going public with our criticisms won’t be helpful or gain much support for our position.”


Henry didn’t like to be questioned so clearly in his own place and responded, “Richard, we are not in the business of protecting your courthouse masters from tough criticism. Everybody knows what is going on around there, so why shouldn’t we just come out with it?”


Others joined in, somewhat cautiously. “We need to keep it simple.” “Maybe the high ground would be better.” “Are we going to put our names on the petition?” “We ought to make some good recommendations, not just criticize.”


After a long discussion, Henry found a way to back down without losing face.


“Why don’t you let me draft something, based on my experience in Norfolk? I know what worked there, and I’ll try to catch what all of us seem to be saying. It certainly ought to be simple, clear, and keep us on a sound footing. When I get it done, in a day or two, all of us can go over it and change it around until everybody agrees.”


With Sophie’s help and strong advice, Henry worked laboriously over the statement. They talked back and forth for a while, and finally Henry said, “Why don’t we just call for some kind of public meeting and let people bring up their grievances and also demand a citizen’s right to give instructions to the courthouse crowd?”


Sophie exclaimed, “That’s it! It’s simple, clear, just calls for our basic rights, and is something that could be done.”


The next day Henry was proud of their work, especially when everyone else agreed with the statement. With a few changes, they had it printed up, signing it “Members of the Sandy Creek Association.”


Their decision was admirable and idealistic, but most of them soon came to realize that it was politically naive. The statement dealt almost exclusively with local offices and called for regularly scheduled public meetings in which the citizens could let their views be known and also issue directives. If adopted, the proposal would have transformed the entire political system in the county and throughout the colony. It aroused some interest, but was ridiculed almost unanimously by influential citizens, and ignored by the county officials. After a few days, Henry and the other men decided that they had at least raised some of the issues, but that a meeting would not be helpful until the general public was more interested.


•  •  •


As the only leather worker in town, Henry was thriving, and Sophie was soon overrun with orders for clothing. Henry began asking some of their customers if they knew of anyone who might be interested in helping her. The Pratts were surprised when the apothecary’s wife, Josephine, came by the shop and offered to do some sewing of the soft leather. She could only work four hours a day and insisted on just a small wage, considerably less than Sophie had been paid in Norfolk. She said she didn’t need the money; she had no children, her husband didn’t need her help in dispensing his limited stock of medicines and advising customers who had an ailment, and she was tired of being at home alone.


The apothecary, Dr. Railston, shared his responsibilities with Miss Norma Hume, an experienced midwife who knew more about the practice of general medicine than anyone else in the county. Although there was no licensing requirement for concocting and dispensing medicines, Dr. Railston and Miss Hume had earned a good reputation around Hillsborough during their months of practice. They spent several hours each week gathering and processing native roots and herbs, including sassafras, mayapple, bloodroot, and slippery elm. They added honey, licorice, camphor, alcohol, paregoric, opium, saltpeter, and calomel to flavor and supplement their medicines, always careful to remember that an evil taste was considered commensurate with curative powers. As a team, they made a good living treating both male and female patients. Either together or separately, as appropriate, they diagnosed ailments, bled patients, prescribed whatever medication might be available, delivered babies, lanced boils and ulcerated sores, set broken bones, and sometimes extracted teeth.


When not busy, Miss Norma joined the other two women in what they called “stitching and chatting.” They got along well together and found that the work seemed to be quite enjoyable as they shared an ongoing conversation. Norma was almost helpless in dealing with leather and sewing, but seemed to know everything about what was going on in the community, both in the city and out in the countryside. She had a cousin in Norfolk whom she visited twice a year, and on her next trip took with her some orders for supplies that were not available in Hillsborough. Sophie sent a note to the Knoxes, which Miss Norma promised to deliver. While she was gone, for the first time in her life Sophie began to feel tired and sluggish. She seemed to be gaining weight and noticed things around the workplace that aggravated her. She found herself complaining to Josephine about little events concerning the shop, and then later apologizing. She resented, mostly without comment, having to fill customer orders and also cook and keep the house and shop clean.


Miss Norma returned from visiting her relatives on the coast, some of whom she had treated for “distemper,” and reported that Mr. and Mrs. Knox were getting along well, but that he wanted Henry to know that there was indisputable evidence that the British government was slowly but surely taking away the colonists’ rights.


Henry commented, “This has been clear to me for a long time. I thought we’d get away from it by settling way out here in the hills, but we may be worse off than the people in Massachusetts and Virginia.”


With her knowledge of ailments, Norma quickly diagnosed Sophie’s persistent nausea and sluggish feeling. All three women were delighted that she was pregnant. It was only after one more period was missed that Sophie informed Henry. He was euphoric, and announced that they should perhaps protect the new baby by not having sex. Sophie laughed and said that, on the contrary, this was a time for celebration, especially in bed. That night, they tried some things they had never done before.


About a week later, the doctor climbed the outside stair and knocked on the door where the two women were at work. He told his wife, whom he called “Mrs. Railston,” “I just went by Miss Norma’s house to pick her up in the buggy and found that she is too ill to get out of the bed. This is not like her at all, so she must be really sick. She wouldn’t let me come in to see about her because she said she first needed a woman to help her get dressed and clean up around her bed.”


Sophie volunteered to go with Dr. and Mrs. Railston, and they were soon at the little cabin on the edge of town. After identifying themselves, they could hear a weak voice giving the two women permission to enter. They found the midwife with vomit on her gown, and indicating that she was also “messed up behind.” As the women worked to clean up the bed, they could tell that Miss Norma was gasping, her throat was inflamed, and she was burning with fever.


“I don’t know what’s wrong with me, maybe just the colic, but I’ll see if Dr. Railston has some ideas,” she said, as the women left the house and the doctor entered. When he emerged, he was obviously distressed.


“As soon as I saw her, I was pretty sure that Miss Norma might have the pox. I’ve seen a few cases, and I have a pamphlet at home that describes the symptoms and what they have learned to do in England and also in the colonies when any cases develop. It scared me half to death when I saw Miss Norma’s rashes, knowing how bad y’all have been exposed, and I tried to protect myself as much as possible. Now I’ll have to do all I can to safeguard you and also other people in the community. She said both of you were all over her and her soiled bedclothes. It will be necessary to burn those clothes you’re wearing, and to wash off anything you might have picked up on your hands or arms in the house.”


He paused for a while, and then turned to Sophie and added, “Maybe your husband will agree to let you come to our house and stay for a few days until we can see how Miss Norma gets along.”


Sophie didn’t like this suggestion at all and said, “I want to go home first and talk to him.” But Dr. Railston replied, “We don’t want your husband to be in contact with the pox, so it would be best for you and him not to be together just yet. Let me go and I’ll explain the situation to him.”


At the shop, Henry was finally convinced to accept the arrangement, and went upstairs, put together some of Sophie’s things, and she got settled at the Railstons’ house. While the women carried out his instructions, the doctor reread the pamphlet. It described how everyone in a contaminated house or ship could best be quarantined, how they must not be permitted to come into contact with other people, and what treatment was most effective. People who had previously survived the pox were not known to have it again.


Word of the illness swept through Hillsborough in an hour or two, and the community agreed to support Dr. Railston when he imposed a strict quarantine on Miss Norma and everyone she had contacted during the three days since she had returned from Norfolk. Sophie remained in the doctor’s house, and he soon realized the possible consequences from the exposure of the two wives to the disease. This illness equaled in seriousness any case he could find in the texts he studied. The following morning, Miss Norma was worse off, and Railston began thinking about what he could do for Sophie and his wife. After cleaning himself and changing his own clothes, he went to the leather shop to talk to Henry.


“Henry, ever since I studied medicine I’ve seen cases of smallpox, and during the last few years we’ve learned a few new things. First of all, let me tell you that it’s not a hopeless case; many people recover once they’ve been infected. It’s true that entire Indian tribes have been wiped out by smallpox, and in Iceland and Greenland more than one-third of the population died in epidemics, but nowadays in England and the rest of Europe, about eight out of ten people recover from the disease. They’ve been exposed all their lives and those that didn’t die may have had small cases. In fact, I may have been in contact with the pox when I was a boy.


“I never suspected it earlier, but now it’s pretty clear that Miss Norma became infected while visiting on the coast, and it usually takes a couple of weeks before the first symptoms show up. Then there are a few days of headaches, high fever, and perhaps vomiting, following which the patient feels better. But after that comes a rash, something like fleabites, on the face, palms, and foot soles, and then larger and larger sores break out on the body with pus in them. In some cases, the sores just crust over and heal up, and this is what causes the scars we see on so many people’s faces. But if the sores all run together or the infection goes inside the body, to the brain, heart, or lungs, that’s when it can’t be cured.”


“Then when do people get the pox?”


“Well, I’m not really sure, but maybe the person can spread smallpox to others just a short time after being exposed, and before there are any clear symptoms. There is no doubt that our wives were in close contact with Miss Norma. Whether we like it or not, they might now be able to give the disease to others.”


“Is there anything you can do for Sophie and your wife?”


“Henry, in the last few years some people have been given a light dose of smallpox, also called variola, in hopes that it might head off a more serious case, but this is something that hasn’t been proven for sure. They call this procedure variolation, or inoculation. It’s a hotly debated subject among doctors and especially among the general population, and is illegal in most cities along the coast, except Philadelphia. There was an outbreak of the pox there last year, and some people were paying three pounds for the procedure. In 1760 there was pox in both South Carolina and Georgia. A doctor in Savannah who tried variolation had his house and apothecary burned down and was, in effect, run out of the colony for trying to give smallpox to people who had been exposed. I’ve got a pamphlet on the subject at home that I’ve just reread, and considering how serious our exposure has been, I recommend strongly that the two women and I be inoculated.”


When Henry objected, Railston reminded him that as they were probably infected already, inoculation wouldn’t hurt anything, and it might head off a truly serious case.


“How would you do it?” Henry asked.


“What seems to get results sometimes is to collect some of the pus on a string, let it dry, and then put a little of it in the person we want to protect. It’s supposed to give a milder case that won’t be fatal, and after that they won’t get the pox again.”


“How would you put this in your body?”


“I have a description of what they’ve done in other places. You just cut a little slit in the skin of the upper arm, put the string in the slit, wrap it so it won’t fall out, and that’s all. The cut is not any bigger than when we bleed patients, and shouldn’t hurt much.”


Henry finally agreed, and Railston got some of the pus from Miss Norma and carried out the procedure on their wives and on himself. Within a few days Sophie and later Mrs. Railston had developed slight infections, but the doctor had not. The day that Miss Norma died, Railston had to inform Henry that Sophie had a high fever, and a deep red rash had developed on her face and neck.


“What does this mean?” Henry asked Railston.


“I’m afraid it’s the most serious kind of pox. I think my wife is responding to the variolation and I probably had some pox as a boy. We’ll just have to keep Sophie comfortable and pray that she’ll be all right. Judging by how far it has already advanced, it’s pretty clear that her disease came from the original exposure to Miss Norma, and not from the inoculation.”


Henry wanted to be with Sophie, but the doctor induced him to limit his visits to talking through the window of the room where she lay. She struggled to talk and to keep his spirits up, but her throat felt clogged and, to Henry, her few words didn’t seem quite rational. He carried a chair to the house and sat on the front porch, refusing to go home even to eat. The doctor brought him some biscuits, side meat, and milk, and gave him periodic reports on Sophie’s condition, which grew increasingly serious.


When she finally died and was quickly buried, Henry closed the shop and stayed inside for three days, except for a brief burial ceremony that was attended by only a few of his customers. He refused to talk to Dr. Railston, who shared his grief. Then he forgave the doctor and plunged into an orgy of work, but the lighthearted discussions around his shoemaker’s bench were missing. There was an unprecedented element of bitterness in his comments, increasingly concentrated on the government forces that tended to control at least a portion of his life. He finally wrote a disjointed letter about what had happened and sent it to his family in Philadelphia, not much caring whether it ever arrived.








CHAPTER 4


The Regulators


FALL 1766


During an extended period without any letters from Henry, Ethan sent several messages to his brother, asking for advice on when they should join him. After the family received the brief letter telling of Sophronia’s death, Ethan decided to leave Philadelphia. As quickly as possible, and over the continuing objections of his father, Ethan and Epsey moved to North Carolina.


Henry welcomed them when they arrived in Hillsborough and invited them to stay with him in the shop. Ethan could detect a sense of both despair and bitterness in his brother, quite unlike his earlier exuberant spirit, and especially since his marriage to Sophie. Although Ethan wanted to proceed as soon as possible to acquire and settle on some new land, he saw that Henry needed him, both in his business and as a companion. He and Epsey decided to live with Henry for six months, before moving to the country during the early spring of 1767. Mrs. Railston, who was still working, showed Epsey how to do some of the sewing tasks, and the leather shop was soon operating again at almost full capacity.


In their private moments, Henry answered Ethan’s first questions about the growing frontier community with just a few words, apparently not wishing to discuss anything that had happened to him or Sophie since they had arrived more than a year before. Also, the two brothers spent only a brief time recalling old times in Philadelphia and their relationship with other members of their family. But Ethan could never get enough information about anything that might affect his and Epsey’s future lives as frontier farmers. He probed constantly for any facts about the local people, the structure of the colony’s government, how local officials might relate to an application for a homestead site, and what kind of people he was likely to meet on farms farther west. Henry knew the answers to most of these questions and gave constructive advice, but it was obvious that he was almost unbalanced on the subject of fraud and corruption around the courthouse.


“We have two criminals who control our lives in Orange County, Governor Tryon and Edmund Fanning. The bastard Fanning is supposed to be just the register of deeds, but he makes all the final decisions at the courthouse and decides who will be appointed to other official positions. No attorney can even practice here without Fanning’s approval.”


Ethan asked, “But don’t we have a right to elect members of the assembly, where all the laws have to be written?”


Henry responded with a bitter laugh. “The upper house is appointed by the council members, who are carefully chosen by the governor. The lower house is elected by us property owners, but the candidates are put forward by Fanning and the other big shots in the county, with the approval of the governor, of course. And the sheriff conducts the election. Even when there are opposing candidates, no one knows how many votes were put in the box or what the accurate count might be.”


Ethan was silent for a while and then said, “Henry, the governor can’t be all bad, or the king and Parliament would remove him from office.”


“He’s a shrewd man who wants two things: to keep peace in the colony and to enrich himself and his crowd. There are a lot of wealthy and influential people on the coast with close ties to London. Tryon is more careful there, and things are better even for average citizens. The big up-country population is demanding more influence in the colony’s affairs, which is a threat to Tryon’s control. From this region he wants money, total government control, and land.


“The original charter of the colony spells out how frontier land is distributed, and it’s done fairly well when new settlers like you first arrive, but what happens after that is where the problem lies.”


He was convinced that Ethan would find his warning to be justified when he applied for a grant, and urged him to learn all about the process before making an official application. He provided more and more detailed answers, filling in personal descriptions of community leaders, his own experiences, concerns about the government, and some guarded comments about the Sandy Creek Association. After a few weeks his conversation became quite lively and not so uniformly cynical, and he even laughed a few times. His old customers began to assemble as before, to debate current issues and to keep alive the streams of community gossip.


Ethan rarely took part in these sessions, but listened to Henry with close attention. He and Epsey visited some of the nearby families in the rural areas and learned everything they could about procedures for obtaining land grants, the sources and price of farm equipment and supplies, and agricultural practices. The obvious hardships of frontier life only strengthened their determination to begin work on their own place.


On most Sundays, Epsey stayed at the shop while Henry and Ethan rode out a dozen miles or so, mostly westward from the town. They visited the most remote areas of the county, where land grants were still available, and became acquainted with some of the farmers who had recently settled there. They learned that many of their potential neighbors would be Quakers, or Friends, who had been moving down into the region from Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Most of these men were experienced farmers and seemed delighted to offer advice to Ethan. They even described the few remaining farm sites that were set aside by law for new settlers, and the brothers examined them closely.


Excited about the prospect of having their own home, Ethan ignored Henry’s warnings about living in such a remote region and finally decided on an area that he thought would be suitable. The following weekend, Ethan and Epsey rode to the frontier area alone and spent two days exploring and trying to envision the best place for a house, barn, areas to be cleared for cultivation and grazing, and some woodlands suitable for livestock to browse. Earlier settlers had chosen the flatter and more productive land, which was where the trading center had developed. What was left was at the northwestern boundary of the county, and although much of the cultivatable land was hilly and bordered on two sides by swamps, the homesite was at least blessed with adequate springs and creeks to provide a year-round supply of good water.


Ethan then went to the courthouse, somewhat worried by Henry’s distrust of the officials and their issuing of land grants. In fact, they seemed eager to approve the one he had chosen and went out of their way to make the procedure easy for him. All that was required was a simple letter of agreement, signed by the county clerk, and a small plat of the land with boundaries described by the location of large trees, streams, a rock outcrop, and some corner posts of locust wood. A portion of the land had to be cleared, a home built, and crops planted, which was exactly what Ethan and Epsey planned to do.


As soon as possible, they loaded their belongings on two horses and two oxen they had bought, hauled them to their homesite, built a rough shelter under some pine trees on a small hill, and began clearing land. It would have been almost impossible to cut down the large trees, so Ethan girdled them by merely cutting through the bark all the way around the lower trunks. Each tree would die, still standing, but would no longer shade the crop or sap moisture and nutrients. He cut down straight trees, mostly ten or twelve inches in diameter, and dragged them with his oxen to the homesite to form the walls of their cabin. All the other undergrowth and tree limbs were piled and burned. Ethan realized that, for a few years, plowing would be difficult and that most of the cultivation would have to be done with hoes. He and Epsey worked hard on the farm, enjoyed the relative solitude of their home, and rarely visited their neighbors. Other than Henry’s customers, they met few people in Hillsborough other than the merchants from whom they obtained supplies and who would later be buying their farm products.


Ethan was now twenty-one years old, quite tall, somewhat lanky, careless about his appearance, with his blond hair pulled back and hanging long down his back, tied in a pigtail with a leather thong. People’s eyes were frequently attracted to his strong hands and extremely long fingers, with which he made small gestures when he spoke. He was slow to laugh aloud, but smiled often and usually had a pleasant expression on his face. His size and appearance were inclined to arouse a sense of jealousy or competitiveness among men, but his modest demeanor and reticence usually assuaged these attitudes after a few minutes in his presence. He was soft-spoken, primarily motivated to mind his own business, to be alone, and to develop his farm and property well. Ethan was at ease with himself, not threatened by others or obsessed with obtaining what they had.


Ethan had a natural affinity for tools, guns, knives, and almost any kind of equipment. As a skilled shoemaker, woodworker, and blacksmith, he was always willing to provide advice or assistance to any of their neighbors, most of whom were members of the Society of Friends. He demurred politely when asked to participate in their religious or social gatherings.


Epsey was taller than most women, and her body was strong and graceful. She appeared to be solemn and thoughtful, but she was not an unhappy woman nor did she have a tendency to be critical of others. Her movements seemed slow and methodical, but she was efficient and could accomplish tasks with surprising ease and swiftness. Like Ethan, she was very sure of herself as she dealt with the challenges of a frontier life.


During their first months together, Epsey observed Ethan quietly but with great attention. She came to understand and respect him, despite some early disappointment when she realized that he was strong-willed, rarely revealed his own thoughts or opinions, and obviously relished the times when he could be alone. He considered matters carefully, listened to her opinions when she offered them, and then made the final decisions for the family. As a couple, they were compatible and rarely had serious personal discussions or an argument of any kind. She and Ethan found it natural to divide their responsibilities neatly into three categories: hers, his, and those things that required them to work together. She looked forward to the hours during the day when she could be alone with her garden and housework. Epsey respected Ethan’s gentle ways, his ability to accomplish almost any task, and his meticulous attention to obeying the law and doing what he believed to be right and proper. In fact, she and Ethan were surprisingly alike in many ways.


One difference was that Epsey was deeply religious and read the Holy Scriptures at some time every day. She had never discussed her parents’ missionary ambitions with Ethan, but after their marriage she had been at first disappointed and, she admitted to herself, then somewhat relieved to find that his interests were not in religious adventures among the Indians.


Some of the verses in the Song of Solomon and about the various biblical families reminded her of one disharmony that had been of concern when they were first married, but it had also been resolved without disturbing their relationship with each other. Epsey had led a sheltered life in a strict and religious home and was uncomfortable about intimate relations. She had never been aroused sexually and looked upon lovemaking as something to be borne as an embarrassing duty to her husband, a masculine peculiarity that was best addressed with acquiescence and reserve. At first she was afraid that he might be disappointed by her reticence, but found that this did not seem to displease Ethan. She considered the rarity of his sexual advances as agreement that her attitude was the correct one.


Despite their differences in appearance and interests, Henry and Ethan were compatible and became close enough friends to confide in each other and to share advice when a major decision was to be made. Ethan and Epsey always visited Henry’s shop when they were in town and usually spent the night with him when they were together. Ethan preferred to return to his homestead, even late at night, when he was traveling alone. Once or twice a month, usually late on Sunday afternoon, Henry would ride out for a visit to the farm, where he enjoyed helping with the chores and expressing his political concerns. Ethan made it clear that he was not particularly interested in politics unless the issues had a direct effect on his family or his farm, and couldn’t understand why his brother became so exercised about events in London, New Bern—where the governor held court—or even Hillsborough. As the months passed, he became concerned about Henry’s increasing anger and distress. Despite all this, he and Epsey were polite listeners as Henry expressed his strong views.


One afternoon the brothers were sitting on the cabin porch, involved in a typical conversation. Henry was addressing a well-worn subject.


“The British Stamp Act was bad enough, and we thought the Parliament had learned its lesson when they repealed it last year. Even when it was implemented, it never did fall too hard on average farmers, artisans, and small merchants like us, because we don’t have many transactions that call for stamped documents. It was the rich ones who had to pay, and I didn’t mind this very much, but I was really proud that the Sons of Liberty and a lot of other colonists rose up in public opposition to it. I believe it was the trade embargo we organized against England that finally made both King George and Prime Minister Grenville back down.”


Ethan responded politely, “I’m glad they learned their lesson and won’t push us around anymore.”


“That’s just the problem. I’ve got a letter from Mr. Knox in Norfolk saying that the new prime minister, whose name is Townshend, is pushing for a tax on things that we have to have, like lead, glass, tea, paint, and paper, and Parliament may have passed it by now. If so, there will be the same kind of trouble we had with the Stamp Act.”


“Well, it’s not going to bother me. Let the people in Boston and Philadelphia worry about it. And besides, we can just buy our glass and paper from the French.”


“That sounds easy, but the British control the seas and are already enforcing trade regulations that let their ships haul the goods.”


Ethan was silent for a while and then asked, “Henry, what does Mr. Knox say about England having a right to put a tax on its own products? Hasn’t this always been the case?”


Henry was surprised, as he often was, by how much his brother seemed to know, even while claiming to lack interest in public affairs. He decided to give a short answer, and then change the subject to one on which he considered himself to be an expert.


“Maybe Parliament can regulate commerce at home and with all the colonies, but Townshend seems to be singling out the American colonies for special taxes, to be collected by British officers sent over here to regulate us.”


Ethan was accustomed to Henry’s outbursts and responded quietly, “Well, the Tories have always tried to take advantage of poorer people. We saw this in Philadelphia before we came here.”


“I’m not talking about Whigs and Tories now, but about whoever has control over the markets and the political situation. Some of the worst ones are the Whigs, who are the loudest critics of London but the first to use their wealth or power to rob the rest of us.”


“Henry, I think you’re overly upset, and there’s not much that can be done.”


“I am upset, and there is something to be done. Some of us members of the little Sandy Creek Association have joined up with some other men, both in Orange and the other western counties, to form a group known as the Regulators. We’ve had a couple of meetings already, and if we can really get organized we’re going to make some changes in the political system.”


Ethan was quiet for a few moments and then said, “I hate to hear that. You’re making a good living at the leather shop, nobody is bothering you, and most of the folks around here just want to be left alone.”


Henry never liked advice contrary to his own inclinations, and he replied quite harshly, as he stepped off the porch and climbed on his horse, “You’ve become too much influenced by your Quaker neighbors. As long as you all are doing well yourselves, you don’t care about anyone else in the colony. I’m glad that a few of us are willing to speak out and try to improve things, especially if it means protecting our freedom and our rights.”


He whirled and rode away, and Ethan regretted this first argument they had had as adults in which the differences seemed to be irreconcilable. He pondered what his brother had said. Was Henry exaggerating the problems? Were he and the other frontier families too selfish or timid?


Epsey came out of the house and said, “I heard Henry raising his voice to you. What was the matter with him?”


“As usual, he was upset with the governor and the courthouse crowd and thinks we farmers are not doing enough to help him try to change things.”


•  •  •


The Pratts’ farm was shaping up nicely, and they had a good growing season. Epsey helped with the farmwork when she was not caring for the house. There was always enough for her to do around the yard, barn, feedlot, and garden, and she helped Ethan at planting and harvesttime, and with hoeing weeds in the open fields. Ethan did all the plowing, construction, repairs, and blacksmithing, and particularly enjoyed caring for the hogs and cows that ran loose most of the time in the woodland areas. He monitored their movements closely as they fattened on leaves, grasses, and acorns, and supplemented their diet, when necessary; they would come to the clearing at least once a day when he called them.


Most of Ethan’s neighbors were members of the Society of Friends, whom many people called Quakers. Having begun to move down from Pennsylvania and New Jersey more than ten years earlier, many of the Friends had settled near the Eno and Haw rivers, in the north-central part of the state. Although independent in spirit and small in number, the group stayed together and were mutually supportive. Their faith was strange to some, but their general beliefs seemed admirable. They dressed simply, abhorred violence of any kind, spoke simply in what seemed to be both German and ancient English, and met at least once a month to worship.


Their history was well known to people who lived in Philadelphia, and therefore to the Pratts. They believed that something of God existed in every person, and that no officials, even church ministers, were needed to guide one to discover the truth or define what was righteous conduct. Refusing to pay tithes, take oaths, or remove their hats even in the presence of the king, the Friends were severely persecuted by officials of the government, the Church of England, and, in America, by the Puritans and members of other religious faiths. Some of the Friends had found refuge in Rhode Island, where Roger Williams had established a colony based on absolute religious freedom, but their prime opportunity had come in Pennsylvania, where the charter obtained by William Penn had given them full protection and equal treatment under the law.


Not having any deep religious commitment of his own, Ethan had agreed reluctantly to accompany Epsey to a Quaker meeting when they first moved into the community. He was somewhat startled when everyone sat stiffly in one of the farmers’ homes, in total silence, apparently waiting until some kind of “inner light” moved one of the members to tremble, perhaps then to speak. Sometimes the entire service was spent in silent meditation. At other times a general discussion would follow the statement of a worshipper, usually about the application of Christ’s teachings in the community life, the criminality of slavery, a concern about how children behaved or were treated, the use of alcohol, or some abusive action of the government. Since anyone was welcome at the meetings, the leaders realized that some visitors were sure to report any critical comments concerning royal government officials.


The acknowledged leader of the Friends was a man named Joseph Maddock, who operated a gristmill on a creek about five miles from Ethan’s home. All families in the area carried their grain to Maddock’s mill, knowing him to be an honest man—a rare thing for a miller—whose toll was always what he promised it to be. As did other Quakers, he posted his fees for the various services he offered and considered it a violation of truth to bargain or to modify these charges for a particular customer. Any busy farmer in the area who wanted to continue working at home could send a young boy or a slave to the mill and be sure he would get back the right amount of flour, meal, or grits, ground the way he had ordered it. Although silence often prevailed in the regular religious meetings, Maddock liked to talk, so it was natural that most farmers preferred to carry their own grain to the mill and catch up on local news.


To Ethan, the mill itself was a fascinating place, with the system of shafts, pulleys, and leather belts driving the large grindstones, and the constant atmosphere of productive work being done there. The customers had a natural feeling that they were fully and gainfully employed even while relaxing and enjoying themselves. It seemed that the hard work was done as a free gift of nature—not by the effort of humans or animals, but by the power of rushing water beneath the mill house. Everyone would watch the careful weighing, and the division between the farmer and the miller, either of the whole grain or the final milled product. Overall, visits to the mill were pleasant adventures, a surcease from monotonous farmwork, a chance to socialize and hear the latest news—and the way back home fueled with visions of the biscuits, cornbread, and grits that would be served from the still-warm bags on the wagon.
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