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Preface


(CAN’T WE ALL JUST GET ALONG?)


In Massachusetts, lawyers and judges still marvel at the most expensive civil suit in the state’s history.


It spanned decades, cost hundreds of millions, and had a cast of characters like a Russian novel. No one was killed or injured. No product was at fault. The plaintiffs were, in fact, very well-acquainted with each other. After all, they were family. It was business. And nothing will split up a family faster than a wayward blade that seems to be carving up the profits unfairly. The legal marathon was merely the outward, public manifestation of a seething, bitter, relentless family feud that would ultimately snare twenty-five thousand others in the middle of it, bring a booming and successful business to its knees, and make international news. 


In Vermont, they still have the striking home that Rudyard Kipling built high on a hill. They’d rather have had a long line of Kipling descendants still calling the Green Mountains home. Alas, when Kipling left Vermont, he was never to come back. A very ugly, very public dispute with a brother-in-law will do that.


Only one state in America doesn’t automatically answer “the Wright brothers” to the question, “Who was first in flight?” And in Connecticut, they will be happy to take it up—as they have for decades—with North Carolina, the Smithsonian, and anyone else who’d care to listen to their side of what’s become a serious spat about who deserves aviation’s greatest honor.


Let’s face it: Feuds fascinate. They always have. As long as they’re not ours.


The Bible is full of feuds. (Cain and Abel, anyone?) The perpetually warring city-states of antiquity were rife with them. (Athens and Sparta ring a bell?) Consider just the literature that feuds have inspired. Without them, Shakespeare would have had half the material to work with. With them, we have  Hamlet, King Lear, and  Romeo and Juliet. Not to mention the unending feud between those who think that Shakespeare actually  wrote those plays and those who don’t.


World history and relations between nations have forever hinged (and become unhinged) because of feuds. England versus France. Spain versus England. Russia versus everyone.


Our own American history is no exception, with bitter and festering feuds from the start. And in the case of Native Americans and the European newcomers, it’s never really ended.


Consider that America’s very first secretary of the treasury, Alexander Hamilton, incensed by a longtime rival, was shot and killed in a  duel, for goodness sake. (That must have made for a somewhat subdued subsequent cabinet meeting.)


What was the American Revolution, after all, if not the nation’s founding feud? And less than a century afterward, what was the American Civil War, if not the most horrific of family feuds? Indeed, it was the Civil War that later gave rise to a bitter feud between two actual families on either side of the border dividing Kentucky and  West Virginia. Today, “like the Hatfields and McCoys” has entered the American lexicon to describe fierce feuding of any kind.


The early days of the American West spawned some legendary feuds. (It wasn’t a cookout at the OK Corral.) The rise of the railroads, cattle, land, oil barons, unions, Hollywood, the whole sweep of American politics—filled with feuds.


Then there’s New England.


Too far north to be a flashpoint for returning Civil War vets nursing murderous grudges against their neighbors (the original DNA of the Hatfield/McCoy feud). No oil, and too small for the land battles or cattle wars of the wide-open west. Fierce feuds between fading stars and upstart ingénues? That’s for Tinseltown, not Tilton, Topsham, or Tunbridge.


No, New England’s famous feuds and disputed claims have been different: older, often rooted in history, as colorful, varied, and unique as the region’s diverse people and landscape itself, and as surprising and changeable as the region’s famously unpredictable weather.


From the rugged woods of the Canadian border, to Connecticut’s bedroom communities for Manhattan, from the mountains to its islands offshore, New England’s feuds have peppered the region’s life for centuries. From sports to politics, food to finance, aviation to engineering, to bitter disputes over simple boundaries themselves, New England has seen feuds pitting people from every walk of life imaginable against each other. Sure, New England has produced nation founders, marvels of invention, magnificent universities and medical institutions, as well as masters of music, art, and literature. But it sure has produced some memorable feuds, too.


Nor have New Englanders been shy about feuding across state (and regional) lines. Consider Connecticut’s nasty spat with North Carolina over the Wright brothers’ legacy. Ask them in Holliston,  Massachusetts, where the real Mudville of “Casey at the Bat” fame is. Then mention Stockton, California. And stand back. Even green and crunchy, “it’s all good” Vermont—New England’s most laidback, live-and-let-live state—has managed to find itself in a silly, snarky snit with  Arizona, of all places. Go figure, dude.


They’ve been raw and rowdy, sometimes high-minded and humorous, and in a place renowned for its deep sense of history, often long-running and legendary. There are feuds in New England that will undoubtedly outlast the region’s ancient low stone walls. 


In New England nothing says “fightin’ mad” like being “wicked pissed.” 


And nothing sums up being “wicked pissed” like the stories of New England’s feuds.


So there.




CHAPTER 1


In the Beginning


ON NOVEMBER 11, 1620, ONE OF HISTORY’S MOST FAMOUS SHIPS lay at anchor off of what is now Provincetown at the outermost tip of Cape Cod. Onboard, the Pilgrims (the adult, male Pilgrims, that is) gathered below deck to sign the Mayflower Compact. The document was meant to lay out the settlers’ collective concerns, allow for majority rule, and help ensure order and survival in establishing a new, permanent settlement.


It may have been the last act of amity in the New World.


Onshore, members of the area’s native Wampanoag tribe must have surely had different thoughts as they regarded the strange sailing ship suddenly sitting in their midst. Unlike the Pilgrims’ Compact, no document exists of the natives’ first reactions and concerns. But we’re free to speculate. The late, legendary folksinger Pete Seeger did. He imagined Chief Massasoit, gazing anxiously out at the Mayflower, observing ruefully, “Well, there goes the neighborhood.”


And indeed, there it went.


The point is not that cooperation didn’t exist or happen between the European newcomers and the natives they encountered. It did. (Though it usually involved native helping newcomer.) Indeed, one of the most enduring elements of the Pilgrims’ narrative is that of bonding with their new neighbors. What American school-child isn’t familiar with textbook images that depict “Thanksgiving” scenes of Pilgrims and natives enjoying a bountiful, outdoor meal together beneath the hanging autumn leaves and harvest sky?


Touching. And what a difference of perspective ever since.


In Massachusetts today, tourists visit Plymouth Harbor to board a replica of the Mayflower II, and to take pictures of the golf-cart-sized Plymouth Rock nearby. (An actual rock, yes, but one that authentically connects to the Pilgrims about as much as an actual golf cart.) These days, on Thanksgiving Day itself, at that same spot, New England’s Native Americans gather for a National Day of Mourning. Whatever amicable, autumnal breaking of bread did or didn’t occur in Plymouth nearly four hundred years ago, it’s been bad blood ever since between America’s natives and its newcomers. Call it the nation’s original feud. Except in this case, only one side—Native Americans—has reason to feel wronged. Perhaps (along with slavery), it’s more like America’s original sin.


THE SHOT HEARD’ROUND THE WORLD: STILL RICOCHETING


The same schoolchildren who can picture that “First Thanksgiving” can also recite one of poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s most famous lines: “Listen my children and you shall hear, of the midnight ride of Paul Revere.” (Which, like the popular Plymouth narrative, is long on uplifting sentiment, shorter on historical accuracy.) What’s fact is that, on the night of April 18, 1775, Paul Revere rode west of Boston, warning residents that British regulars were marching toward the towns of Concord and Lexington, there to seize rebel arms, as well as two of the patriots’ principal leaders, John Hancock and Samuel Adams.


[image: Battle of Lexington/Doolittle Plate THE LEXINGTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY]


What’s also undisputed fact is that, just before daylight, en route to Concord, British regulars reached the town of Lexington, about fifteen miles from Boston. What exactly happened after their arrival there, and who played what role in how the rest of the day’s fateful events unfolded, is still very much in dispute, and will never be definitively concluded. In fact, almost 250 years later, it remains a point of bitter contention to this very day. Not between the British and the Americans. Between Concord and Lexington.


“There is a certain belief that one side is more right than the other,” says Richard Kollen, an amiable Lexington teacher and historian who’s researched and written extensively on the events of April 19, 1775.


[image: Buckman Tavern, Lexington, MA THE LEXINGTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY]


“Still?” I wonder.


“Sure, absolutely.”


Hard to believe. Kollen and I are standing outside Lexington’s three-hundred-year-old (and recently renovated) Buckman Tavern, just across from the famous Battle Green. Next to us, on busy Massachusetts Avenue, modern cars and trucks streak by. An airplane flies overhead; a power gas mower drones nearby.


“C’mon,” I chide. “Sides are still being taken here, almost 250 years later?”


“Absolutely. It still exists.”


There is, of course, much that is known and that’s not in dispute about America’s most fateful and famous April morning. We know, for instance, that Paul Revere did indeed ride heroically before being captured and detained by a British patrol, after which Revere escaped and continued on with his late-night mission. By dawn, he was present at the armed confrontation in Lexington. (Like a revolutionary Zelig, Revere, it sometimes seems, was everywhere.)


The alarm that Revere successfully raised helps account for the fact that Lexington’s famed militiamen were already up and mustered long before British troops reached the town’s green on their march to Concord. In the chilly pre-dawn, many of Lexington’s citizen-soldiers had stepped inside nearby Buckman Tavern, there to warm their musket-chilled hands by the fire and to have a bracing nip of brandy. As it turned out, they had hours to wait. (Today, visitors can stand in the same, small taproom and stare out the window at the Green.)


What’s also undisputed is that, upon arriving at the Lexington Green and facing an armed populace (“rabble,” to the Redcoats), British major John Pitcairn commanded the town’s militiamen to lay down their weapons and to disperse. Lexington captain John Parker had no intention of doing either one. A brave and patient leader (and dying from tuberculosis), he had already delivered to his own men some of the most stirring words in military history: “Don’t fire unless fired upon, but if they mean to have a war, let it begin here.”


Alas, Parker could not have foreseen that his men might never know if they were fired upon or not.


And neither will we.


At some point in the tense, hair-trigger standoff, a gun went off. It may have been a patriot’s, it may have been a Redcoat’s, or it may have been a completely accidental firing. Spooked, the British line unloaded a vicious volley. Mere minutes later, it was all over. Amidst a barrage of musket fire and its attendant smoky haze, along with the piercing screams of both soldiers and terrified onlookers alike, eight patriots lay dead in the center of their town. One of them had staggered, dying, to the steps of his own home, mere yards away. Ten others, wounded, writhed on the Green as their families raced past the British to their aid.
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Braced now for battle (and further endearing themselves to the stunned townspeople), the British let out a loud cheer, fell back into formation, struck up the fife and drum, and continued on to Concord, where their day was about to go very downhill, very fast.


By this point, later in the morning, word of the British advance—and the bloodshed in Lexington—had spread like wildfire across eastern and central Massachusetts. When the British reached Concord’s North Bridge, they were no longer facing a small knot of determined but overmatched locals. They were now facing hundreds of armed militiamen, still streaming in from surrounding towns, enraged by the deaths of their compatriots earlier that morning.


[image: Battle at Concord’s Old North Bridge, April 19, 1775 COURTESY CONCORD MUSEUM]


A tense standoff ensued, both sides facing off from opposite ends of the wooden bridge. A warning shot came from the British side, then an aimed volley. Two patriots fell dead. In a sense, in that moment, England’s ultimate fate was sealed—for the day, for the war. British blood would finally flow.


“Fire, for God’s sakes fellow soldiers, fire!” screamed the American’s major Buttrick.


Rebel muskets blazed. Three Redcoats died instantly; four officers fell back, wounded. Confused, clearly outnumbered, and suddenly in an entirely untenable situation, the British left their own dead where they lay, and began their forced retreat from Concord. The hunters had become the hunted. By the time the dazed and ragged Redcoats straggled back into Boston at dusk on that long and bloody day, they had lost 273 men. What had been a long-simmering colonial rebellion had burst into an out-in-the-open, full-fledged shooting war for American Independence.


[image: Grave of British Soldiers, Old North Bridge PHOTO COURTESY OF CHRONICLE/WCVB-TV]


But did it start with the first shots in Lexington, or the first sustained battle in Concord?


“It may not have been clear what would come of this,” says Kollen, gazing at the grassy Green where the first shot rang out. “But clearly this was the start of what became the Revolutionary War.”


Clearly. Just not in Concord.


For although the Americans would prevail and the British would surrender six years later at Yorktown, it’s that war’s very first battle that has essentially never ended. Both Lexington and Concord contend that the battle was joined and the war began in their respective town. The British were ultimately able to make peace with their adversary and put the war behind them. Concord and Lexington have never quite been able to do the same thing.


[image: Minuteman statue and Lexington Green PHOTO COURTESY OF CHRONICLE/WCVB-TV]


The basis for the unending feud between the neighboring towns comes down to this: Concord has always considered the “Battle” of Lexington not a battle at all, but a massacre. There was, Concord contends, no real engagement, no real return of British fire. (This last point is quite likely untrue.) Concord has never quibbled with the resolve and heroism of the Lexington militia, nor spared any respect in honoring the tragic deaths of that early April morning. But it was at the North Bridge, they argue (and I do mean argue), that the first real battle took place, and the American Revolution actually began. It was Concord, their argument goes, that saw the first, actual, two-sided military engagement of the British, where repeated volleys were exchanged, British lives taken, and the famed “shot heard ’round the world” was, well, first heard.
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(In point of fact, that fabled phrase—“the shot heard ’round the world”—wasn’t fired off until sixty-two years later when Ralph Waldo Emerson’s poem was read in Concord as part of the dedication of a monument at the old North Bridge.)


It didn’t take long for things to get downright contentious between Concord and Lexington. Brothers-in-arms soon devolved into brothers-with-a-grudge. And the grudge was nudged seemingly at every subsequent major event marking the events of April 19, 1775. In his well-researched paper, “Lexington and Concord’s 19th Century Commemorations of April 19: The Subsequent Battle for Historical Memory,” Richard Kollen lists the long litany of charge and countercharge, of engagement and truce . . . long, long after British troops had left American soil.


“Less so now, but certainly at the beginning of and then throughout the nineteenth-century, it was Lexington’s identity,” says Kollen, referring to the town’s sense of itself as the true Birthplace of American Liberty. “And then to have it kind of wrenched from them, by Concord, and then to have Emerson coin the phrase, ‘The Shot Heard Round the World,’ was fired here (Concord), well, it was a little disjointing.”


“And clearly it lingers,” I observe.


“Yeah,” Kollen offers. “Yes!” he adds for emphasis with a big, wry laugh.


How bitterly ironic that, just like the question of who fired first that day—British or American—the larger question of what each battle represented remains contested to this day. By Americans.


Part of the problem lies in what happened in the immediate aftermath of Lexington. Eager to portray the British as violent aggressors, the Americans blamed the British immediately for having fired first. Intent on getting their version of events back to Britain before General Gage’s own report, the Americans deposed the surviving militiamen (all of whom swore they did not fire first), hired a sleek and speedy ship, and in what was essentially history’s first major PR war, did succeed in getting their own account of events to London first. Britain may have controlled the seas, but the Americans now controlled the narrative.


“In the original depositions, taken right after the battle, the question that was asked was not, ‘Did you stand and fight?,’ ” Kollen points out. “It was, ‘Who fired first?’ ”


“There is no mention of firing back in Lexington in those depositions,” says David Wood, curator of the Concord Museum. “That was deliberate—they wanted it to be ‘wounded innocence’ at that point, and that was really important. It mattered, what spin you put on this; at that moment, they were all going to hang, and oddly enough, that bit of propaganda worked.”


Too well, as it turns out.


Within years of the events, Concord had cleverly begun to use Lexington’s own narrative against it.


Wood, an astute and fair man, is standing with me in the small but lovely brick courtyard of the Concord Museum. The Old North Bridge is only about a mile away or so away. Across the street is the home of Louisa May Alcott. Nearby is Author’s Ridge, where Alcott, Emerson, Thoreau, and other famed Concordians are buried. Wood, studious and soft-spoken, is steeped in the centuries of this storied town’s history. Nevertheless, he seems skeptical of Concord’s motives regarding its most momentous day.


“This notion that it was a ‘massacre’ at Lexington, it’s better for the story, the spin. They weren’t ‘innocent’; many survivors later admitted they had indeed fired back, and then in the 19th century for nasty, spiteful reasons, Concord said, ‘But um, you said you were innocent. . . .’ It’s odd.”


Odd, indeed, agrees Lexington’s Kollen.


“It used to be the question, ‘Where was the first blood spilled?,’ ” he says. “And then, somehow in the early nineteenth century, at least from Concord, it began to be, ‘Where was the first forceable resistance?’ So the standard changed.”


Each town, Kollen argues, believed they were the more justified claimant to the “Birthplace” title.


Even though, he has written, “the outside world considered the dispute a bit silly.”


So did the president of the United States.


A century after the events of April 19, 1775 (and following a hundred years of sniping about who did what that day), Concord and Lexington made plans for centennial observances. At first, there was an effort to make it a joint, unified commemoration. At first. But like a volatile couple that cannot get along for long, the bad blood boiled up once more, the joint efforts failed, and the two towns stalked off and went about making plans separately. (Is it too late for couples counseling?)


[image: Minuteman statue, Lexington, MA THE LEXINGTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY]


“With separate celebrations plans under way, President Grant’s attendance became a prize to be won; both sought his exclusive presence,” writes Richard Kollen. “Over time, Grant appeared to lose patience with being placed in the awkward position of choosing one town over another.”


You think?


[image: American William Diamond’s drum, used at Battle of Lexington THE LEXINGTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY]


Ultimately, a compromise was reached that allowed Grant to visit both towns during the day of April 19, 1875, and return to Boston that evening. But the sniping has never stopped. A century after Grant’s visit, on April 19, 1975, President Gerald R. Ford spoke at Concord’s North Bridge as part of the nation’s Bicentennial celebrations. As I recall, it was a cool, damp morning. But, as a college student, I was nonetheless excited to be standing and listening, mere yards from the U.S. president. I had camped there overnight with friends as part of an alternative “People’s Bicentennial” rally. In his official remarks—in his first paragraph, mind you—Ford came down squarely for . . . Concord: “Two hundred years ago today, American Minutemen raised their muskets at the Old North Bridge . . . the American Revolution had begun.”


And what exactly had begun two hundred years ago earlier that same morning down the road in Lexington? A game of pinochle?


For his part, Wood suggests an entirely different and not undiplomatic approach to diffusing the lingering feud.


“I blame Lafayette.” He smiles.


In truth, when Washington’s favorite Revolutionary War hero visited the two towns in 1825, “he was a superstar, people would faint, it was as if Washington had come back to life,” says Wood. “In Concord and Lexington, it was all about who gets to be on the dais with Lafayette, who gets to be close to Lafayette, so this bickering starts.”


And never goes away.


As I was writing this very chapter, Concord and Lexington were at it again. In an indirect way. Both towns were holding dueling exhibits, as it were. At the Concord Museum, a new exhibit called “The Shot Heard Round the World: April 19, 1775” had gathered various historical artifacts that were used on that day. Not to be outdone, the Lexington Historical Society was hosting a new exhibit at the reopened and restored Buckman Tavern. The headline of a Boston Globe story put the competing exhibits in familiarly historical terms: “The Old Tavern Debate: Which Town Fired First? Lexington-Concord Skirmish Renewed.”


The Lexington exhibit did strive for a balanced, big-picture viewpoint. Called “The Battle After the Battle,” the exhibit focused, seemingly without favorite, on a sort of point-counterpoint of more than two decades of inter-town sniping, from the roots of the argument, to a comparison of the battlefield monuments (“Dueling Obelisks”).


[image: Re-enactment, Battle of Lexington/Patriots Day 2014 THE LEXINGTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY]


“The premise is to delve a little more deeply into a very interesting controversy,” says Kollen. “And that is the ongoing debate over which town began the revolution.”


Extending the debate theme, the Lexington exhibit even ends with a ballot box, giving visitors an opportunity to personally weigh in and vote for the “Birthplace of American Liberty” of their choice.


Following our visit, unofficial returns had Lexington with a large lead of over nine hundred votes. (Of course, that’s like asking voters to cast their ballots inside the home of one candidate.)


There is a larger irony, with respect to history, bragging rights, and neighboring towns: Lexington and Concord aren’t the only two places in Massachusetts that have a valid claim to make regarding April 19, 1775, and the start of the American Revolution. For instance, if Concord points to itself as being the physical site of the first actual battle between the colonists and the British, no town paid a higher human price in that battle than Concord’s neighbor, Acton, Massachusetts. Richard Kollen points out that because Acton’s was the only American company at the North Bridge equipped with bayonets, it took the lead in advancing on the British. And thus, it took the first fire, and the most casualties. The Acton company’s leader, Captain Isaac Davis, was the first to die at the bridge that day. Because of this, there are those who feel that Acton should be considered the birthplace of the American Revolution. Seems reasonable. However, as Kollen observes, “This argument only had traction in Acton.”


Perhaps a stronger claim could be made by Worcester, Massachusetts, New England’s second-largest city. On September 6, 1774—a full eight months before the fateful events in Concord and Lexington—by far the largest, most significant, full-scale rebellion against the British took place on Worcester’s Main Street. On that day, 4,662 militiamen from all over central Massachusetts converged on Worcester’s courthouse.


“This is the largest protest up until this time,” says James Moran of the American Antiquarian Society. “It’s most of the adult male population of Worcester County, it takes many of them more than a day to get to the city—and this is at the height of harvest season, when they should be tending to their crops at home—but they are so convinced that their government, the Royal Parliament in London is trying to enslave them, and they aren’t going to take it anymore.”


The colonists surrounded the courthouse, forcibly turned out the stunned British magistrates inside, then barred the doors and shut the building down. In addition, the magistrates were forced to walk a gauntlet while publicy recanting their allegiance to their king.


On a sunny, early September morning, I am standing with James Moran on the Main Street sidewalk where the original courthouse stood. (The original building was moved and is now a private home a few blocks away.)
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