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To engage in experiments on heat was always one of my most agreeable employments.

—Count Rumford, Mémoires sur la Chaleur, 1804

I cannot be idle, nor can I amuse myself with moderation. The ardour of my mind is so ungovernable that every object that interests me engages my whole attention, and is pursuid with a degree of indefatigable zeal which approaches to madness.

—Letter to Marc Pictet, 1800

It is certain, that there is nothing more dangerous, in philosophical investigations, than to take any thing for granted, however unquestionable it may appear, till it has been proved by direct and decisive experiment.

—Rumford, Essay upon the Propagation of Heat in Fluids, 1797

Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and Count Rumford are the greatest minds that America has produced.

—Franklin D. Roosevelt
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PROLOGUE


Shedding Light on Heat

There is nothing more dangerous in philosophical investigations than to take anything for granted, however unquestionable it may appear, till it has been proved by direct and decisive experiment.

—Rumford, “Essay upon the Propagation of Heat”

In 1797 Graf von Rumford was a senior member of the Bavarian aristocracy and adviser to the elector (a kind of prince) who ruled Bavaria from Munich. One of von Rumford’s many roles at the height of the turmoil in Europe following the French Revolution was the key post of Inspector General of Artillery for the Bavarian army. In this capacity, he was in charge of the manufacture of cannon at the Munich arsenal, and as he put it in the introduction to a paper read to the Royal Society in London on his behalf on January 25, 1798,1 as a result “it was by accident that I was led to make the experiments of which I am about to give an account,” experiments that are now seen as having laid to rest the caloric theory of heat, and laying the groundwork for the modern kinetic theory, which explains heat as a form of motion, caused by atoms and molecules jostling together. This was one of the most important scientific discoveries of the late eighteenth century. Until that time, it had been widely thought that heat was a kind of fluid, caloric, that could be squeezed out of a substance by pressure. But although the place that von Rumford was in, and the work he was doing, at the time was an accident of revolutionary wars, it was no accident that he noticed something interesting about the process of cannon boring and then, instead of dismissing it as a mere curiosity, carried out careful and accurate scientific experiments to determine what was happening.

Von Rumford’s work at the arsenal was of great importance. As he wrote in September 1797, “I have been . . . much employed in casting Cannon and preparing them to be able to give our enemies a warm reception should they pay us another visit. . . . The [French] Jacobins are getting, or rather have gotten the upper hand, and with them it would be folly to expect that peace could exist.” To that end, he carried out many experiments with gunpowder, as well as supervised the cannon boring. What he saw convinced him that the caloric theory could not be right.

In the Royal Society paper, he wrote:

Being engaged in superintending the boring of cannon in the workshops of the military arsenal at Munich, I was struck with the very considerable degree of Heat which a brass gun acquires in a short time in being bored, and with the still more intense Heat (much greater than that of boiling water, as I found by experiment) of the metallic chips separated from it by the borer.

It was well known, of course, that heat could be generated by friction. The explanation, according to the caloric idea, was that the pressure of one object against another squeezed caloric out of the material as they rubbed together, like water being squeezed from a wet sponge. But von Rumford saw that when a brass cylinder was being bored out to make a cannon, there was no decrease in the amount of heat being produced by the friction, no matter how long the process went on—the “sponge” never dried out. Unless the supply of caloric was inexhaustible, which seemed ridiculous, there must be some other explanation for the heat produced by friction.

To demonstrate this, von Rumford devised an experiment in which a blunt drill bit was pressed against a piece of scrap brass on the end of the casting of a cannon—a piece usually cut off before the cannon was bored. This formed a short cylinder just under 10 inches long and 7¾ inches in diameter, joined to the main bulk of the gun by a thin neck of metal. He was at pains to point out that after the experiment the scrap could be cut off and the remaining cylinder bored out in the usual way, so none of the valuable cannon were damaged in the process. The blunt “drill” was fixed, while the cylinder was turned in the usual way by the work of a pair of horses plodding round in a circle, with their harness connected to the drill by gears. In his first series of experiments, von Rumford simply measured the temperature of the air and cylinder at the start, and the temperature of the cylinder after thirty minutes, when it had made 960 revolutions. At the start, the temperature was 60 degrees Fahrenheit; at the end, it had risen to 130 degrees. The “very considerable quantity of Heat” that “actually raised the temperature of above 113 lb. of gun-metal at least 70 degrees” would, von Rumford pointed out, “have been capable of melting 6½ lb. of ice, or of causing near 5 lb. of ice-cold water to boil.” This calculation may have inspired the most famous of his cannon-boring experiments.

In this variation, the brass cylinder and the drill bit were enclosed in a wooden box that could be filled with water at 60 degrees, and the machinery set in motion. Setting this up was an exacting task, but “the result of this beautiful experiment was very striking, and the pleasure it afforded me amply repaid me for all the trouble I had had in contriving and arranging the complicated machinery used in making it.”

After an hour, the temperature of the water had been raised to 107 degrees, after two hours it was 178 degrees, and “at 2 hours 30 minutes it ACTUALLY BOILED!”2 “It would be difficult,” he said, “to describe the surprise and astonishment expressed in the countenances of the bystanders, on seeing so large a quantity of cold water heated, and actually made to boil, without any fire.”

To the further astonishment of those bystanders, in this way von Rumford was able to bring the water in the box to a boil, discard the water, refill the box, and bring it to a boil again, over and over with no sign of the supply of heat running out. “Though there was, in fact, nothing that could justly be considered surprising in this event,” von Rumford wrote in his Royal Society paper, “yet I acknowledge fairly that it afforded me a degree of childish pleasure, which, were I ambitious of the reputation of a grave philosopher, I ought most certainly rather to hide than to discover.”

This was just the most spectacular of a series of experiments in which von Rumford carefully measured the rate at which heat was being produced and carefully weighed all of the metal involved before and after the experiments to see if there were any changes that could be attributed to the loss of caloric. There were not. And yet the amount of heat being produced continually was, he calculated, “greater than that produced equably in the combustion of nine wax candles, each of ¾ of an inch in diameter, all burning together, or at the same time, with clear bright flames.” But he realized that this use of horsepower was not an efficient way to boil water:

No circumstances can be imagined in which this method of procuring Heat would not be disadvantageous; for more Heat might be obtained by using the fodder necessary for the support of a horse as fuel.

With this remark, von Rumford came tantalizingly close to discovering the law of conservation of energy, and with hindsight it also contains the germ of the fundamental principle of thermodynamics, that no process of energy conversion is 100 percent efficient (part of the second law of thermodynamics), so in this case, using hay for food to power the muscles of a horse to generate heat by boring out a brass cylinder is less effective than burning the hay to heat something directly.3

All of this reinforced von Rumford’s belief that heat is a form of motion. In his own words:

It appears to me to be extremely difficult, if not quite impossible, to form any distinct idea of anything capable of being excited and communicated in the manner the Heat was excited and communicated in these experiments, except it be MOTION.

Although von Rumford confessed that “I am very far from pretending to know how, or by what means or mechanical contrivance, that particular kind of motion in bodies which has been supposed to constitute Heat is excited, continued, and propagated,” this is still an impressive conclusion to have reached in 1797. The idea that heat is a form of motion went back at least to the time of Francis Bacon (1561–1626), and the English polymath Robert Hooke (1635–1703) said clearly that it was “nothing else but a brisk and vehement agitation of the parts of a body.” But the important feature of von Rumford’s work was that rather than arguing the case for the idea, he had proved that the rival caloric idea was wrong. Eliminate the impossible, and whatever was left had to be the truth. As he later wrote,4 “It has always been impossible for me to explain the results of such experiments except by taking refuge in the very old doctrine which rests on the supposition that heat is nothing but a vibratory motion taking place among the particles of the body.” Much later (in 1871), John Tyndall provided the last word on these experiments, commenting that in this memoir Rumford “annihilates the material theory of heat. Nothing more powerful on the subject has since been written.”5

But who was this Bavarian aristocrat, and why was he getting his hands dirty, as it were, by dabbling in scientific experiments? The truth is that he had not been born into the aristocracy, or even in Bavaria. He had started life as plain Ben Thompson, the son of a farmer in one of the English colonies in North America. The road that took him to Munich was long and adventurous, and 1797 was far from being the end of that road, or the end of his adventures. To follow the story, we must begin, as is traditional, at the beginning.






Introduction


Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy

Benjamin Thompson’s life can be neatly summed up in the title of John le Carré’s novel. But how did a boy who started life as plain Ben Thompson, a farmer’s son in Massachusetts in 1753, go on to become a Fellow of the Royal Society, a colonel in the British army (following a spell of spying on their behalf), be knighted by the British, made Minister of War in Bavaria and a count (Graf von Rumford, to be precise) by the Holy Roman Empire, found the Royal Institution in London and “discover” Humphry Davy, then become a leading member of the Institut National de France (while Britain and France were at war!), and end his life in Paris in 1814? Along the way he had literally been a tinker, a tailor, a soldier, and a spy—and much more besides, including a scientist. He was a pioneer in developing the modern understanding of heat, invented a better chimney (still in widespread use) for open fires, and found time to invent the coffee percolator and the enclosed oven. None of this stopped him from having a string of lovers sufficient to form the basis of an entire biography,1 one of whom, the widow of the great (but guillotined) chemist Pierre-Simon Laplace, became his second wife.

As this brief summary suggests, Thompson/Rumford lived in interesting times that led to his adventurous and varied career. These events included the American War of Independence, the French Revolution, and various wars on the European continent. Several times he escaped disaster by the skin of his teeth, always landing on his feet, with his upward mobility matched by increasing wealth that enabled him, as well as provided comfortably for his own family, to bequeath funds for a professorship at Harvard still active today. Late in life he wrote, “My greatest delight arises from the silent contemplation of having succeeded in schemes and labors for the benefit of mankind.”2 A far cry from life as an eighteenth-century colonial farm boy. Yet that is where our story starts—down on the farm.






PART I


From Colonial Boy to British Spy






Chapter 1


Colonial Boy

Benjamin Thompson was born in Woburn, Massachusetts, a farming community with a population of about 1,500 people, on March 26, 1753. He was descended on the side of his father (another Benjamin Thompson) from James Thompson, a settler who had arrived in New England ten years after the Mayflower, in 1630. His father ran the family farm, and his mother, Ruth, was the daughter of an army officer. Young Ben was destined to follow in the footsteps of his grandfather and father and become a farmer, until his father died in November 1754 at the age of twenty-six, when the baby was just twenty months old. Benjamin’s grandfather, Ebenezer, outlived his son by a few months, handing the running of the farm over to his younger son, Hiram, and in 1756 young Benjamin’s mother remarried (apparently happily), becoming Mrs. Josiah Pierce, and started another family.

But Benjamin was well provided for. He had been left fifty acres of land by his grandfather, who also made it a condition of Hiram taking over the farm that he should pay his nephew 16 shillings a year until he was fourteen, as well as provide for Benjamin’s widowed mother until she remarried. Thompson’s own accounts of his childhood are colorful and do not always match the facts—as we shall see, he liked embellishing his own biography. In one account, reported by George Ellis, he says, “I was obliged to form the habit of thinking and acting for myself and of depending on my own for a livelihood.”1 This is true up to a point, but he was certainly not left destitute and was given every opportunity, given his family’s circumstances, to better himself. He received a good basic education (better than any of the four children of his mother’s second marriage) at local schools in Woburn, Byfield, and Medford, where his alertness, aptitude for mathematics, and love of building “mechanical contrivances” were noted.

It may seem surprising that he attended so many “schools,” but in towns like Woburn at that time education was a rather haphazard business. The law required that all children should be taught to read and write, and that if the community had more than a hundred families they had to provide a grammar school as well. There were two snags. The farmers didn’t set much store by book learning, and the town was too poor to pay a full-time teacher—most trade between the citizens took the form of barter. A schoolmaster was hired only when funds were available, paying lip service to the law, and the “school” was frequently moved to different parts of town to benefit different groups of children. Which is why young Thompson moved from school to school, where his enthusiasm and aptitude contrasted sharply with the reluctant (some sources say “surly”) way he carried out his duties back on the farm.

Thompson left school at the age of thirteen, in 1766, but (again, unlike his half-siblings) was given a further opportunity for education and improvement. This came in the form of an apprenticeship, which placed obligations on the master as well as the apprentice. While the apprentice learned his trade, he became in effect part of the master’s family and received the same outside opportunities as the children of his host. In Salem, there were plenty of outside opportunities. Although it was just fifteen miles from Woburn, Salem was a bustling port with a cosmopolitan community where the wealthy copied the style and manners of England. The farmers of Woburn had no time for such airs, nor any money to indulge them even if they wished. The people of Salem were by colonial standards well educated, and took an interest in the world outside their own community—most particularly, they were politically aware.

The man Thompson was apprenticed to was a Salem merchant called John Appleton, a graduate of Harvard College who imported goods from England and sold them from his store in the family house. Appleton’s ancestors had arrived in America from Suffolk, in England, in 1635, and the family had been pillars of the community ever since. The Appleton family attended the church of the Reverend Thomas Barnard, who had a son roughly the same age as Thompson. The boys became friendly, and through these contacts Barnard, whom Thompson later described as a “very respectable minister,” took Thompson under his wing, teaching him algebra, geometry, astronomy, and higher mathematics. He also became, in the words of Ellis, who saw examples of his work, “an able and accurate draughtsman, and an accomplished designer.” But this happy relationship did not last, partly because of the changing political situation and partly because of Thompson’s own impetuosity.

The political background stemmed from the wars between Britain and France that had essentially ended French control of parts of North America. Fighting between the two colonial powers began on American soil in 1754, and battles took place at various times all the way from Virginia in the south (where a young George Washington was involved on the British side) to Newfoundland in the north. The French colonists were heavily outnumbered by the British and received considerable support from Native American tribes, then referred to as “Indians”; this led to the conflict being given the name by the British of the French and Indian War, even though some tribes supported the British. The war fed in to the much larger European conflict known as the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) and was formally ended by the Treaty of Paris in February 1763, although most of the fighting in America was over in 1760. The treaty reflected the fact that France and her allies lost the war. Britain gained Canada, extensive French territory east of the Mississippi, and (from Spain) Florida. But this came at a cost. The British national debt had nearly doubled as a result of the expenditure on the wars, and the government sought new sources of income in an attempt to balance the books. Not surprisingly, it was felt that the American colonists who had benefited from British efforts to protect them should pay their bit. But the way the government in London set about raising taxes from North America was heavy handed and led to more trouble, at a time when, with the threat from France removed, the need for British protection was less clear to the colonists.

The colonists had, of course, been involved in the fighting, as well as the regular British army. Many of the adult men from Woburn served in the military, but Thompson was not quite seven at the time of the Treaty of Paris so the war largely passed him by. The aftermath of the war, though, directly affected him.

In March 1765 the British Parliament passed a law known as the Stamp Act, which would come into force the following November. This essentially required anything printed, such as contracts or legal documents, newspapers, other publications, and even playing cards, to carry a stamp purchased from the British authorities. Worse, the tax had to be paid with British currency, not the paper used among the colonists, although it was stipulated that the funds would also be spent in the colonies, for example, on the upkeep of the army. It was the first direct tax imposed on the American colonies and provoked the famous response “no taxation without representation” because the colonists did not elect members of Parliament to Westminster. The protesters did not stop with words. When news of the tax reached America, it triggered violent demonstrations in the colonies and a deputation to London, led by Benjamin Franklin, to make their case. Franklin told the House of Commons that if the act were not repealed there would be “a total loss of the respect and affection the people of America bear to this country, and of all the commerce that depends on that respect and affection.”

After these strong protests the act was repealed, with effect from May 1766, although this was coupled with a declaration from the British Parliament asserting its supremacy over the colonies “in all cases whatsoever.” This was followed up with plans for new taxes and laws controlling the American colonies.

This was the first step toward what became either the American Revolution or the War of Independence, depending on which side you were on, and the situation that existed when Benjamin Thompson, aged thirteen, began his new life in Salem. There was a groundswell of antigovernment feeling (not necessarily anti-British) and a desire to make London listen to the wishes of the colonies. One way to make London sit up and take notice would be to stop importing British goods, which would hit the British economy. Unfortunately, though, a ban on British goods would also affect the colonial economy. Either out of patriotism or under pressure from activists who had less to lose personally, John Appleton gave a solemn undertaking not to import any more goods from Great Britain, and his business went into decline just as he was taking on a new apprentice. This would probably have led to Appleton being forced to give up the arrangement, but before that could happen Thompson unintentionally brought things to a head in the summer of 1769 by blowing himself up and damaging part of the store while making fireworks (possibly intended to be used as part of a celebration of the anniversary of the repeal of the Stamp Act). He was badly burned and sent home to Woburn to recuperate. Thompson spun out the “recuperation” as long as possible, continuing his program of self-improvement, in collaboration with a similarly inclined older friend, a near neighbor in Woburn called Loammi Baldwin. Baldwin kept many letters and documents concerning his relationship with Thompson; these were a key source for the biography by Ellis.

The two must have become friends well before Thompson went to Salem, but the first record we have of their interaction comes from a letter Thompson wrote to Baldwin from Salem in 1768. Baldwin was nine years older than Thompson but seems to have been at about the same level of education. He worked with his father, a carpenter, and had only attended local schools to learn the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic, but, like Thompson, he was eager to better himself, and he would go on to become one of the leading engineers in the state of Massachusetts. At this time, they provided ideal foils for one another, bouncing questions to and fro and competing to find the answers. Jumping ahead of our narrative a little, we can get a glimpse of this collaboration from letters Thompson wrote to Baldwin in 1769. He posed questions about the way light is reflected; the change in color of clay when heated; how fire “operates upon Silver, to change it to Blue”; and the “Rise of the Wind.” Long after, when Thompson became famous as Count Rumford, Baldwin recalled that one night the younger man had walked the fifteen miles each way from Salem to Woburn to show him a “perpetual motion machine” that he had designed.

After putting up with Benjamin’s recuperation for what seems a generous amount of time, Thompson’s stepfather’s patience ran out, and he “suggested” that it was time for the young man to get a proper job. This involved a move to Boston. In October 1769 Hopestill Capen, the owner of a store in that town, wrote to John Appleton requesting a reference for Thompson. We do not have a copy of Appleton’s reply, but it must have been favorable because a few days later Thompson wrote to Appleton to thank him for providing a recommendation, and he soon started work in the building that was then called “The Sign of the Cornfields.”2 His motivation, it is clear, was much more the opportunity to move to Boston than a wish to become a clerk in a dry-goods store, living in an attic above the shop. In correspondence with Benjamin’s mother Capen sorrowfully recounts how her son was more likely to be found underneath the counter reading a science book or making some little machine than standing behind it serving the customers. He was also fond of playing the violin. Thompson’s real interests lay outside the store, where there were many private “schools” (often actually individual tutors) offering evening classes for self-improvers like Thompson. He definitely signed up for lessons in French and in fencing, and possibly for other classes.

Capen was loyal to the British crown, and with a strong British presence in Boston he had no trouble getting a market for his goods, and no compunction about buying them from Great Britain. But the winds of change were not blowing in his favor. Opponents of the British army’s presence frequently harassed the soldiers with jeering and name calling, and on the night of March 5, 1770, one of these minor incidents blew up into something worse. A mob surrounded a British sentry and started catcalling. When eight other soldiers came to his aid they were struck with clubs, stones, and snowballs. Overreacting to the situation, they fired into the crowd, killing three people and wounding others; two of the victims later died of their wounds. This became known to Americans as the Boston Massacre, and to the British as the Incident on King Street. Although two of the soldiers were found guilty of manslaughter, and there was clearly provocation, the “incident” provided ideal propaganda material for the antiroyalists; John Adams3 later wrote that the “foundation of American independence was laid” on that day. But while Boston was in turmoil, Thompson was soon back on the farm. Apparently having been sacked by Capen, he returned to Woburn in the spring of 1770 and earned a little money in the months that followed by cutting firewood on the land he had inherited and selling it around the community. This left plenty of time for philosophizing with Loammi Baldwin and self-education.

Part of this process, we learn from Thompson’s later writings, involved reading, “in my seventeenth year,” the comprehensive treatise on chemistry written by Herman Boerhaave (1668–1738),4 which included a lengthy chapter on heat. “To engage in experiments on heat was always one of my most agreeable employments,” he wrote in 1804;5 this was, indeed, the field in which he made his greatest contribution to science, so this early interest is a significant pointer to the future. But Thompson’s next attempt at self-advancement took a rather different turn, which seemed at first sight well suited to his talents. He became apprenticed to the local physician in Woburn, Dr. John Hay. But he never seriously devoted himself to medicine, and the apprenticeship did not last long; he was the kind of person who worked far harder at things he was interested in, for no financial reward, than he ever did as a paid employee.

Thompson continued to investigate science with Loammi Baldwin, accompanying him in June 1771 on the eight-mile walk to Harvard College in Cambridge, where for a few days they sat in, unofficially, on lectures by Professor John Winthrop about what was then still called “experimental philosophy”—in other words, physics. Probably inspired by Winthrop’s lecture on electricity, there was an attempt to construct (among other things) an electrical apparatus similar to a Van de Graaff generator, and more alarmingly an attempt to replicate Benjamin Franklin’s famous kite-flying experiment, in July 1771. According to Baldwin’s account, this resulted in him being engulfed in “the midst of a large bright flame of fire” while feeling “a general weakness of my joints and limbs and a kind of listless feeling.” This “was sufficient to discourage me from any further attempts.”

Thompson’s diary records the schedule he set for himself at this time:

Munday—Anatomy

Tewsday—Anatomy

Wednesday—Institutes of Physic

Thurdsday—Surgery

Fryday—Chimistry with the Materia Medica

Saturday—Physick 1/2 and Surgery 1/2

He also wrote out a rigid timetable of daily activities, beginning with exercise and study from 6 a.m. until 8 a.m., followed by breakfast and prayers, more study from 10 until noon, lunch, “constant” study from 1 to 4, an hour for relaxation, and an evening spent doing “what my inclination Leads me to.” Even more enlighteningly, Thompson’s notebooks contain the exhortation “never allow an opportunity of advancement to escape me.” This is an early example of Thompson’s obsession with lists and order, a characteristic that he shared with some other great scientists, and has led to speculation that a tendency toward mild autism might be an asset in probing the mysteries of the universe.

Thompson certainly lived his life by the creed “never allow an opportunity of advancement to escape me,” but whether he stuck to this ambitious program of self-improvement as an apprentice doctor we will never know. His attitude to medicine is perhaps summed up by an anecdote in the records of the New Hampshire Historical Society:6

Returning home one day [Dr Hay] was much surprised at hearing a hog squealing up chamber, ran up, in great haste. Behold, Thompson had got the bronchia of a hog, blowing into them.

We don’t know if such high jinks were typical. What we do know is that Thompson struggled financially at this time and had difficulty finding the 40 shillings a week to pay Dr. Hay for his lodgings and tuition in medicine. This led to his next change of career path. He interrupted his medical apprenticeship twice, in the winter of 1771 and the spring of 1772, to take temporary employment as a schoolteacher, teaching the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. The second of these jobs was in Bradford, Massachusetts, in March and April 1772, where he made the acquaintance of the minister Reverend Samuel Williams, who was a serious scholar with a special interest in history as well as being a churchman. He was impressed by the young man, and seems to have been instrumental in convincing him that his vocation lay in teaching, not in medicine. The apprenticeship was terminated by mutual consent (and probably to Dr. Hay’s relief) in June 1772, and the nineteen-year-old Ben Thompson moved to Bradford to study with Williams and learn some schoolteaching from the regular schoolmaster there, Timothy Walker, while trying to find a suitable post.7

Just about the only requirements for a schoolteacher in the colonies in those days was that he could actually read, write, and reckon himself. Communities in need of a teacher would put the word out, and a committee of leading citizens would select who they considered to be the best man for the job. In 1772, the village—it was scarcely a town—of Concord, New Hampshire, was looking for a schoolteacher, and the most important man in town was the Reverend Timothy Walker, a cousin of the schoolmaster in Bradford, whose family came from Woburn and knew Thompson. Through this connection, and the good offices of Williams and the Reverend Timothy Walker, Thompson was offered the job.

The community now known as Concord, New Hampshire, had been an early settlement, and was incorporated as Rumford in 1733 by Massachusetts. The original name is thought to have reflected the fact that early settlers came from Romford, in Essex. But in 1741, after a dispute about the border line, it was decided that the town was within the Province of New Hampshire, not Massachusetts. This triggered a bitter legal fight that went all the way to the Privy Council in England, and the dispute was not settled until 1762. In 1765 the town formally became part of New Hampshire and was renamed Concord as a gesture of reconciliation to the parties involved in the dispute. So Concord had born its name for less than ten years in August 1772 when a tall, handsome young man of nineteen rode into town to take up lodgings in the household of the Reverend Timothy Walker and take up his duties as schoolmaster.8

Reverend Walker, a widower, was an important man in Concord, wealthy enough in his own right to own three slaves, in spite of his position as a churchman. He had been born in 1705, graduated from Harvard College in 1725, and settled in the community (then known as the plantation of Penacook) in 1730, as their first minister. In the years that followed, the people in the plantation had to contend with hostile natives, wolves, and a plague of rattlesnakes, as well as the arguments about boundaries and who was entitled to collect local taxation from the plantation. Even by 1772, it was a small village, less than half the size of Woburn, not much more than a backwoods settlement.

Alongside Reverend Walker, the other leading citizen of Concord had until recently been Benjamin Rolfe, a wealthy landowner and a full colonel in the New Hampshire militia. He had been born in 1710, graduated from Harvard in 1727, and inherited large amounts of land, which he added to over the years. He was active in the militia and over the years held every important administrative post in the community. When his health started to fail in 1769, he made careful plans for the future. He resigned his post as town clerk in favor of Walker’s son, Timothy Walker Junior, and in an arrangement to ensure that his wealth passed into Walker’s family he married the daughter of Reverend Walker, Sarah, who was some thirty years his junior—born on October 6, 1739, she was almost exactly half his age. They had a son, Paul, born on August 4, 1770, but in December 1771 Colonel Rolfe died, leaving Sarah as the richest widow in New Hampshire. Eight months later, Thompson arrived in the household.

The school he took charge of was surprisingly large. In a letter to his mother, he reported that there were officially 106 “Scholars,” but that, for the reasons we outlined earlier, there were generally only about seventy in attendance at any one time. Nevertheless, Concord was even more of a backwater than Woburn, and Thompson had been trying to get away to the brighter lights of somewhere like Salem or Boston for years. It is unlikely that he would have stayed long, but an even better opportunity than schoolmastering fell into his lap. Seemingly following his dictum “never allow an opportunity of advancement to escape me,” in November 1772, less than four months after arriving in Concord, Benjamin Thompson married the widow of Colonel Rolfe—although in later life he always said that “she married me, not I her,” suggesting that she felt he was a better bet than being the widowed single mother of a baby boy living with her elderly father. The fact that she had been unmarried at thirty (an old maid by the standards of the day), then settled for an arranged marriage with her father’s best friend when he was on his last legs suggests that she must have been no beauty, and if not desperate then certainly concerned about her future. Thompson’s appearance at this time has been described by Baldwin:9


Of fine, manly make and figure, nearly six feet high, with handsome features, bright blue eyes and dark auburn hair. His manners were polished and his ways fascinating, and he could well make himself agreeable. He had well used his opportunities of culture, so that his knowledge was beyond that of most of those around him.

Whatever the truth about who pursued whom, it is clear that Thompson must have been a charming, articulate, and self-confident young man with polished manners, and the Reverend Walker gave the union his blessing. All thoughts of schoolteaching were forgotten, and Thompson became a member of the landed gentry.

As such, the most obvious thing he lacked to suit his new position was fine clothing. So a few weeks before the wedding, in the autumn of 1772, nineteen-year-old Benjamin and thirty-three-year-old Sarah went on a trip with two objectives—to Boston to fit him out with appropriate finery, and to Woburn to break the news of his engagement to Thompson’s mother. The first part of the trip went well. They traveled in a two-horse curricle, the equivalent of a modern drop head sports car,10 and one of only two in the entire Province of New Hampshire—the other was owned by the governor. If this isn’t enough to give you an idea of Thompson’s tastes, the clothing should. The purchases featured a cloak faced in scarlet, to supplement the marginally more modest blue “Hussar” cloak that he had bought just a year earlier with money earned from selling wood. The second part of the trip started off badly. When Thompson rolled up in Woburn dressed in scarlet, riding in a fancy carriage and with an older woman at his side, his mother took some persuading that the woman and the relationship were respectable. They obtained her blessing only after she had slept on the news and taken in the fact that her son was about to marry the richest woman in New Hampshire.

The wedding took place on November 14, 1772, less than eleven months after the death of Sarah’s first husband; whether by accident or design the timing provided Thompson with another opportunity of advancement. There was a grand military review of the 2nd Provincial Regiment of New Hampshire—the militia—at Dover, near Portsmouth (then the capital of New Hampshire) on November 13, 1772. The governor, John Wentworth, one of Sarah’s relatives, invited the couple to attend. Thompson didn’t just attend; he took the opportunity to ride past the regiment and the other observers, resplendent in his scarlet cloak, on a fine white horse. The festivities moved on to Portsmouth, where the wedding took place, and the happy couple were invited to dinner that evening at the governor’s house. Thompson was sounded out about his political leanings, and within a few months, after proving useful to the governor, he was offered the rank of major in the militia; the commission was dated January 20, 1774. It was the next step in his upwardly mobile progress. As Thompson said much later to his friend Marc Auguste Pictet, a source11 of many anecdotes (not always reliable) about his early years, 

I was launched at the right time upon a world which was strange to me, and I was obliged to form the habit of thinking and acting for myself . . . perhaps I should have acquired a habit of indecision and inconstancy, perhaps I should have been poor and unhappy all my life, if a woman had not loved me—if she had not given me a subsistence, a home, an independent fortune.

His appointment in the militia wasn’t quite the blatant act of nepotism it may seem, and Wentworth had good reasons to make Thompson his protégé. Wentworth was nobody’s fool. He was part of the colonial establishment, a member of the group of families who had made fortunes in America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and who were the accepted rulers of provinces. Born in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, he had graduated from Harvard College and spent three years in England being groomed for greatness by the Marquis of Rockingham, where he took part in the successful campain to repeal the Stamp Act. He also found time to obtain a degree in law from the University of Oxford, and he became governor of New Hampshire in August 1766. Wentworth was intelligent, well read, and well liked, and a very able governor, who opposed the heavy-handed aproach of the government in London and stood up for the rights of the colonists. He took an interest in science, and had his duties permitted he would have liked to explore the White Mountains to the west, the boundary of the region inhabited by Europeans. In January 1773, Thompson proposed his own scientific expedition to the mountains, which involved him in further contact with the governor. From what we know of Thompson, the motivation for the proposal was probably a combination of his genuine interest in the world beyond the boundaries of civilization and a chance to become on even better terms with Wentworth. But the plan eventually came to nothing because of the changing political situation. And it was the changing political situation that made the appointment of Thompson as a major in the militia desirable.

To put this in perspective, we should emphasize that Thompson was a loyal British subject. He later said that “from principle I supported the king because I considered this to be the lawful attitude.”12 All the colonists were British subjects of course, but some were more loyal than others. Thompson’s loyalty to the crown may have been partly due to his natural inclination (as his comment indicates, he was a conservative, with a small c) and partly due to his new status in society; but it is worth bearing in mind that in the years of turmoil that followed there were several occasions when pure self-interest would have led Thompson down a different path from the one he actually followed.

Thompson’s usefulness to Wentworth began when the governor ran into trouble with the Board of Trade in London. The trouble began because Wentworth was too honest. His predecessor as governor of New Hampshire had been his uncle, Benning Wentworth, who had awarded large tracts of land to cronies in an illegal manner. When John Wentworth declared these titles null and void, his uncle’s cronies stirred up trouble in London, claiming that he had dispossessed them, although in fact nobody had ever made any effort to improve the land, which was a condition of such charters. The grandly titled Lords of Trade recommended to the Privy Council that Wentworth should be dismissed, but his appeal against this decision was successful in no small part because he submitted testimonials including an elaborate “Address of the Inhabitents of Concord” that in fine language extolled the virtues of the governor and concluded that were the facts of the dispute


Represented in a True point of Light, we are fully satisfied that [the Governor] would receive the Approbation of His Majesty, and the Applause of the People of this Province in general.

Although it was signed by the town clerk of Concord, the address was written by Thompson. In September 1773, Wentworth was formally exonerated; on January 20, 1774, as we have mentioned, Thompson became a major in the militia.

By then, he was becoming established in his role as a member of the landed gentry. Thompson had thrown himself enthusiastically into the scientific management of his estates and husbandry—as we shall see, he threw himself enthusiastically into everything he attempted. A list of seed goods he ordered from England included best red clover, five kinds of cabbage, four varieties of turnip, and six kinds of peas, as well as many varieties of oats, barley, and wheat. He never got to plant any of these, let alone find out which varieties were best on his land, but it is easy to imagine that if things had worked out differently he might have built on his wife’s inheritance, strengthened his political contacts, and in all probability become the next governor of New Hampshire. But by 1774 there was already widespread civil disturbance throughout the colonies, and an increasing need for a well-regulated militia, necessary for the security of the state. Thompson was part of the Fifteenth Regiment of Militia, which included several senior officers with military experience; his role was mainly organizational, involving recruitment for the new regiment. By June 1774 the regiment was complete, with fifteen companies, each headed by a captain, lieutenant, and ensign; below them came the sergeants. In the whole regiment, there were no privates. This, though, was just the visible aspect of Thompson’s work on behalf of the military. It was his undercover work, detailed in the next chapter, that triggered the next dramatic change in his life.

In October 1774, Thompson became the father of a daughter, Sally. This should have set the seal on his succesful transition from colonial boy to officer and gentleman. But by that time simply being a loyal British citizen and a friend of the governor was itself enough to rouse suspicion and hostility in the minds of most of the colonists—and there was plenty more than that for them to be suspicious about. This was almost the end of happy days in Concord, and in effect of his marriage.
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