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Author’s Note
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THE GENERAL COURSE of the “King’s best highway” requires a moment of introduction. The original highway used by English settlers was not quite a single way at all—rather, it was a collection of Indian paths that, over time, colonists would commandeer, consolidate with minor adjustments, and christen as one in the name of the king. When the dust settled, this system of trails twisted and turned from Boston toward New York, but each precise twist and turn is far less important to grasp than the basic outline: A northern, or inland, branch led west from Boston to Springfield, then down along the Connecticut River through Hartford to New Haven. A southern, or coastal, branch led south from Boston to Providence, then along the shore of Long Island Sound, also to New Haven. From there both branches unified en route to New York. (A less vital middle branch from Boston to Hartford fell outside the scope of this narrative.)

In short, seen from above, the highway as a whole resembles a lasso tossed from Manhattan toward the Bay, its knot landing at New Haven, wrangling southern New England.

The name of the road—rather, the lack of a consistent one—requires another moment to introduce. Over the course of its existence the “King’s best highway” has avoided a single, editorially pleasing designation. In colonial times it was often called the “high road” or, simply, “highway.” The name “post road” stuck through Revolutionary and stagecoach days. When rail travel largely replaced common roads the route was covered by numerous segments—most notably the New Haven railroad, along the coastal branch, and the Boston & Albany railroad, inland. The interstate era labeled the coastal highway U.S. Route 1 and the inland branch U.S. Route 20 (with some exceptions), though many local regions simultaneously granted their sections nostalgic names such as Boston Post Road and Kings Highway.

This overview covers only the meager basics. An exhaustive name list, from Bowery Lane in Manhattan to Main Street in Hartford and Providence to Washington Street in Boston, would require a book of its own. For this reason I’ve generally called the highway whatever name people living along it used at the time—abandoning this approach only when clarity seemed to demand.
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Adapted from Stephen Jenkins, “The Old Boston Post Road,” 1913
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The Boston Post Road around the time of the American Revolution. (Place names are modern.)


Part I
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From Indian Path to Post Road
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Each first Monday of the month he sets out from New York, and is to return within the month from Boston to us again.

—Francis Lovelace, governor of New York, to John Winthrop Jr., governor of Connecticut, December 27, 1672


Chapter 1
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The “Ordinary Way”

IN SPRINGTIME OF 1631 the town of Boston resembled a swollen head clinging to the body of America by a long, thin neck. Freckling this head were three large hills that had inspired the town’s original name, Trimountain, and the inhabitants, numbering roughly one hundred fifty, lived in the shadows of these mounds—in low wooden houses, with private gardens. This peculiar birthmark aside, Boston had several features prized by the colonial settler: a potable stream, an abundance of pastures, a favorable and defensible port. Very few trees encumbered the head, bald as a newborn, and when the people needed wood they journeyed from head to neck to body on a lonely, winding road—the single vein connecting the town with mainland New England.

The stream is gone now, and private gardens are hard to come by, but vestiges of this early seventeenth-century Boston do survive today. The middle mound, slightly dulled, is Beacon Hill. The main pasture, neatly contained, is Boston Common. The neck, purposely fattened, is Back Bay. And the solitary road, for decades Boston’s only true highway, lives on as Washington Street.* Back in 1631 John Winthrop, the governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, lived in a house just a few modern blocks east of the foot of this highway, which ended at present-day State Street. He had a great hall, a parlor with a hearth, a service wing—plenty of space to entertain his many guests, including a rather unexpected one who dropped by in early April.

He was an Indian, this visitor, who went by the name of Wahginnacut. By the time he reached Winthrop’s home, Wahginnacut had traveled five days by land from the Connecticut River valley—covering roughly one hundred sixty miles—with a request he was “very desirous” to see fulfilled. Along the way he had enlisted English-speaking Natives John Sagamore, a frequent ambassador in the Bay, and Jack Straw, who years before had served Sir Walter Raleigh. As they dined in the governor’s home, Wahginnacut informed Winthrop of the Connecticut River valley’s exceptionally fertile countryside. He offered an annual payment of eighty beaver skins—a high form of currency at the time, the other being wampum, which was Indian money made by stringing beads on hemp or meat tendons—if only Winthrop would send two men back with him to examine the fruitful region themselves.

Winthrop refused, and his instincts proved sharp; he later found that Wahginnacut’s true intention was to gain English protection from the bellicose Pequot tribe. But the idea of westward expansion had been planted in some of Massachusetts Bay’s most migratory minds, and it quickly grew ripe, like so much corn in Connecticut River valley soil.

The first to act on this impulse was a contentious man named John Oldham, whose strong temper was matched only by his spirit of enterprise. Originally a Plymouth settler, Oldham had been banished by that colony for insurrection. When he returned without permission an entire guard “was ordered to give him a thump on ye brich” with the butt ends of their muskets. He was eventually accepted into Massachusetts Bay society despite an independent mind-set unusual for his time and place, and saw in the highway toward Connecticut the prospect of land and wealth—a pathway to freedom that his move to the New World had not quite secured.

In the fall of 1633 Oldham and three other Bay men ventured out along the highway and into the river valley to trade with the Indians. After leaving the Boston neck the route wriggled through Roxbury and up through present-day Brookline toward the Charles River. There travelers crossed to modern Cambridge—after 1635, they rode a ferry—where the path continued west through Watertown, then out toward neighboring Connecticut. All Bay settlers knew the course, but Oldham would have been particularly familiar with it; he took it regularly between Boston and Watertown, where he kept a small clapboard home, which had recently burned down when he started a fire inside before having built a chimney.

Oldham’s party returned from this maiden expedition with beaver skins, superior hemp, graphite they mistook for lead—and an introductory glimpse of the pioneer route connecting Boston to interior New England. Fitting that a person of Oldham’s volatile temperament would be the first to scout the highway. While the broad lens of history shows the Native road as the foundation for travel in northeast America, in early colonial times it was regarded entirely as wilderness, and so reserved for the wild at heart.

When passing through settled towns, the road west from the bay served as a de facto main street. Outside these pockets of civilization the highway joined a well-worn Native path that used the natural terrain to its advantage. Each November the Indians engaged in a primitive act of paving termed “bush-burning” by the Dutch. They set fire to bramble, seedlings, and fallen twigs, lest this underbrush “overgrow the Country, making it unpassable,” in the words of a contemporary traveler, William Wood. The process doubled as a hunting technique: game, attracted to the fresh growth, flocked to such paths, tamping it down even more over time.

Native trails skirted rivers and lakes to provide travelers with fishing access and refreshment. (Of New England’s waterways, “there can be no better water in the world,” wrote Wood. “I not preferre it before good Beere . . . but any man will choose it before bad Beere.”) When the path did cross water, it typically forded the shallowest parts. Often the road led through Indian villages—during their first foray Oldham and his companions bunked in wigwams, which fellow colonist Daniel Gookin called “as warm as the best English houses.”

Not that the route could be considered tame. Merely surviving in colonial times was a chancy affair, but in Oldham’s day, and for decades beyond, those who ventured far out along the road tempted hazard and mayhem. The great path often slipped into narrow stretches no wider than a foot and a half—wilderness corridors filled, come night, with “terrifying darkness.” Some of the river crossings, though not impassable, were dangerous. One imagines a general index of perils, from slippery rocks to unfamiliar insects to raw winds—to say nothing of quieter burdens like hauling food and drying wet clothes. Even staying sane proved difficult: in 1634 two Bay men lost their way on a Native trail for six days before they were found, “almost senseless for want of rest.”

Although colonists commonly marked trees along the trail, most of the route required Indian guides. Heavy snows would have camouflaged the course; rains and spring thaws would have muddied it beyond all hope for speed. When high tide hit the neck of the bay, the highway dipped below the water level, causing the head of Boston to dangle, disembodied, in the sea. John Winthrop never went traveling without a match, a compass, and a remedy for snakebite. Even as late as 1635, well after Oldham’s first trip west, Winthrop found it so remarkable that a lone traveler had gone “by land to Connecticut, and returned safe,” that he noted the accomplishment in his journal.

Oldham’s exploration came at a critical time in colonial development. The urge to flee westward strained the Bay government and the Puritans leading it, who had come overseas to knit the tight community they had been denied in England. For a while Massachusetts refused to authorize official moves toward Connecticut. At the same time, life on the tiny head of Boston had grown claustrophobic. Cambridge residents lacked proper pasture space for their livestock. Even the population of Watertown, then firmly in the hinterland at eight miles west, neared saturation. If New Englanders failed to claim the Connecticut River valley, the Dutch sure would—they already held a riverside fort in modern Hartford, called the House of Hope.

Soon the scouting trips into Connecticut became routine, and eventually they inspired others to follow. By summer of 1634 Oldham and several others from Watertown had built log cabins along the Connecticut River, at modern Wethersfield. In July of that year six men from Cambridge scooted just upriver from Oldham’s crew and, ignoring protests from the Dutch, surveyed present-day Hartford. The following fall, John Winthrop Jr., son of the Bay governor, returned to Boston, having successfully sold English investors on the promise of the Connecticut River valley—to the hefty tune of £2,000. (Winthrop Jr. had also gone back to pacify the discontented throne, which had come to view American colonists as idlers “whose only end is to live as much as they can without the reach of authority.”)

The land grant secured by the younger Winthrop, known as the Warwick patent, unleashed on the Bay a general settlement fever. Civilized New England soon scattered west along the path blazed by Oldham. A week after Winthrop Jr.’s arrival, a group of sixty men, women, and children traveled along the highway and planted themselves in the Connecticut River towns that would become Windsor and Wethersfield. The following May, the Reverend Thomas Hooker of Cambridge led most of his congregation toward Hartford on the same route, their livestock bouncing behind them all the way. By summer of 1636 the fur trader William Pynchon had settled Springfield, Massachusetts. A southern branch of the colonial highway began to emerge around the time when Roger Williams, banished by the Bay Colony for religious dissidence, moved to present-day Providence, in early 1636. That March the younger Winthrop traveled south this way himself, to settle at the mouth of the Connecticut River. In honor of the investors he had attracted back in England—Viscount Saye and Sele, and Baron Brooke—Winthrop Jr. called this town Saybrook, a name it keeps in part today, as Old Saybrook.

John Oldham lived to see this initial burst of settlement along the highway he had tamed, but not much longer. In July 1636, Oldham, who had sufficiently recovered his once-tarnished reputation to become a confidant of the mighty Winthrop family, was involved in a diplomatic conference held at Fort Saybrook between New England colonists and the increasingly bothersome Pequot tribe. There the Indians were issued an ultimatum that Oldham had delivered to Wintrhop Jr. on behalf of the Bay Colony: in short, the Natives were told to surrender or to fight. A few days later Oldham’s merchant ship was discovered on Block Island, off the southern coast of Rhode Island. His body was found stowed beneath the ship’s seine, naked, with a hatchet planted in the skull.

The gruesome death of John Oldham touched off a period of violence between the colonists and Natives known as the Pequot War.* For a while, most of the effort that had gone into colonial settlement was concentrated on the fight. But Oldham had shown the way down a road that now rested firmly above the fluctuating tides of discovery—a road that, a century later, steered post riders and stagecoaches; a road that, two centuries later, guided the railroad tracks that carried the Industrial Revolution; a road that, three centuries later, inspired the need for, and the location of, interstate expressways. That is getting ahead. But even by the middle of 1637, Oldham’s course was so familiar that the elder John Winthrop, writing in his journal, referred to this route—heretofore approached with caution or fright, when it was approached at all—as the “ordinary way.”

 

THAT JOHN OLDHAM passed the torch of highway knowledge to John Winthrop Jr., one of the last to see him alive, can only be considered a historic coincidence. But Winthrop seems to have accepted this legacy—it was he who would later be charged with uniting the distinct paths of the “ordinary way” into the cohesive “King’s best highway”—and the story of how he achieved enough fluency to earn this charge really begins on November 11, 1645. That day he commenced a tour of the highway unprecedented for its time—a time when the vast bulk of long-distance travel was confined to the seas. Even official Massachusetts Bay surveyors Nathaniel Woodward and Solomon Saffery had failed to travel as much of the route as Winthrop would. It was the type of mad journey attempted by firebrands like Oldham, or natural-born nomads like Winthrop—a man who, all told, lived in at least six New England towns, founding three—and who, beginning in youth, rarely felt at home except when on the move.

If the well-rounded man is hard to categorize, then John Winthrop Jr. formed the perfect circle. He was scientist, alchemist, diplomat, financier, entrepreneur, and devoted husband, all in one. He was physician to some seven hundred patients. He was governor of Connecticut longer than anyone in the colony’s—and subsequently the state’s—history. His sighting of the fifth moon of Jupiter two centuries before its official discovery is doubted today, but the telescope he used later became Harvard’s first scientific apparatus and contributed to Newton’s great work Principia Mathematica. His father is a far more famous settler, yet it was the son who first proposed leaving England for the New World (the elder John was originally “loath” to the idea). His shoes—quite literally for his time, at size eleven—were large to fill.

Some of the restlessness that came to define him might trace back to his conception. On May 9, 1605, the elder John Winthrop and his new wife, Mary Forth, attended a feast thrown in their honor at Groton Manor. The young couple likely had more on their minds than banquet fare, because nearly nine months later to the day, on February 12, 1606, Mary gave birth to her first child, who was given the name of his father. The younger John Winthrop shifted through his youth. He left for Trinity College in Dublin around age sixteen, but abandoned his studies after a year. He puttered about London for a while as a lawman, then felt instead an “inclination to the Sea.”

Twice he felt so inclined. The first such urge landed him aboard the Repulse, a warship sent to relieve French Huguenots on Île de Ré. Around the time English players were performing Hamlet on the Continent, John Winthrop the father, sounding like a Puritan Polonius, advised his wayward son to “seeke the Lorde in the first place,” to “keepe diligent watche over your selfe,” and to “be not rashe upon ostentation of valor, to adventure your selfe to unnecessarye dangers.” Winthrop glimpsed battle but failed to satisfy his unrest, so he set out again in the summer of 1628. This second trip, with its cruise ship itinerary and frequent requests home for funds, is proud ancestor of the modern teenage spring break. But a series of trials near its conclusion, including a monthlong quarantine in Lazaretto, seems to have finally soothed Winthrop’s agitated spirit.

He returned home to find that his father had joined the Massachusetts Bay Company and would soon embark for New England. The son decided to follow, declaring his intention in a tone far more resolute than restless: “I have seene so much of this vanity of the world that I esteeme noe more of the diversities of Countries then as so many Innes, whereof the travailer, that hath lodged in the best, or in the worst, findeth noe difference when he commeth to his Journies end.” Seen enough, perhaps, to contribute to the dominant facial feature of his middle years: large hooded eyes engaged in a perpetual battle between retiring and pressing on—the eyes of a veteran traveler.

Even the most veteran of voyagers would have found the twenty-six-day trip in late fall of 1645 a rough affair. Traveling on foot—he loaded his horse, instead of riding it—Winthrop faced driving rains, heavy snowfall, and temperatures “below the freezing point.” He defended against “violent winds” with walls built of pine boughs, and filled a net with grass for a blanket—nevertheless claiming to sleep “quite comfortably.” He lost his way at times, nearly got snared in a trap set for Indians, fell up to his waist in one stream, and cut down a tree to make a bridge across another. It was an altogether grueling journey, hardened traveler or not, and Winthrop returned so exhausted that this typically scientific thinker was reduced to a basic spiritual flourish when penning the final entry of his travel diary: “Deo gratias.” Thank God.

The original purpose of Winthrop’s trip was to “lay out a convenient place for iron works” in a region of coastal Connecticut some twenty miles east of Saybrook—a place that would come to be called, rather boldly, New London. (Winthrop had also hoped to tour a graphite mine in Sturbridge, Connecticut, which he had purchased about a year earlier—quite possibly the same mine encountered by John Oldham during his river valley exploration in 1633—but he missed the turnoff leading to it.) In the process Winthrop acquired a rare, intimate look at the tiny societies developing along the course of the road, as well as the role the highway played in shaping these raw worlds.

Toward the end of his first day Winthrop reached the town of Sudbury, Massachusetts.* Sudbury was an example of how the “ordinary way” naturally pulled communities inland. When towns swelled toward overpopulation—or, often, dissension—local leaders traveled the route and surveyed a spot ripe for new settlement. Years earlier, when Watertown had neared capacity, the colonist Peter Noyes rode along the trail until he reached an area seven miles west, where the plains were webbed with fresh springs, the meadows were ripe for pasture, and the woodlands were filled with game. Its location along the highway would provide access to Boston’s market and its harbor—in short, Noyes was convinced that life could carry on away from the coast without fear of total isolation. Noyes reported back favorably, and in 1638 Sudbury was born. Similar acts of fission carried Dedham from Boston, Milford and Stamford from New Haven, and, eventually, Marlborough from Sudbury.

Soon after picking a site for a town, settlers typically chose a site for their meetinghouse. In colonial New England, meetinghouses served as places of worship and general fellowship. As each community’s civic core, they were naturally given central placement, often directly on the old highway, or just off it. Private homes surrounded this core—by law, at first. In 1635 Massachusetts Bay ruled that no resident could build a home more than half a mile from a town’s meetinghouse. Boston’s first Meeting House was located just off the foot of modern Washington Street; the second was built directly along it. Often, as with Washington Street, private homes simply flanked the highway as it led toward these centers of congregation.

In time the highway made new settlements not only possible but desirable. When requesting permission from the government to form a new town in the late 1660s, a group of Massachusetts colonists spoke of a site twelve miles west of Marlborough, “in the roade way to Springfeild.” This “roade way” was the “ordinary way,” and the colonists argued it was a good place for a town because settlement there would “unite and strengthen the inland plantation, and in all probability will be advantageous for travelers.” The product of this request appeared a few years later, when settlement began in the town of Worcester.

During his journey of 1645, Winthrop reached Springfield over the so-called Bay Path, named for leading travelers toward Boston. His trip also took him along parts of the Connecticut Path, widely considered Oldham’s route, and the Pequot Path, running through Providence. Altogether these Native paths formed the blueprint for what became the official colonial highway between Boston and New York. In Springfield he slept in the home of William Pynchon, perhaps the most successful fur trader in New England. From there he continued south along the Connecticut River to Windsor, where for three pence per person and twelve per horse he crossed on the ferry, tended by John Bissell.

In Hartford Winthrop spent the night at a tavern kept by Thomas Ford. Connecticut leaders had asked Ford to set up shop a year earlier, noticing an increase of visitors suffering “want of entertainment.” At the time taverns served multiple functions, and if not the equal of the town meetinghouse, they were a close second in importance. They were inns for travelers, complete with stables for horses, as well as the only places in town permitted to sell wine or liquor. As taverns were typically among a town’s finer buildings, colonial courts often convened there—oblivious, it appears, to the irony of passing temperance laws in a house of refreshment. (“Whoever drinks himself drunk,” remarked a Dutch colonist upon visiting Hartford a few years before Winthrop, “they tie to a post and whip him, as they do thieves in Holland.”)

Since 1639, the Boston tavern kept by Richard Fairbanks had served an additional purpose—doubling as a post office for overseas letters. The Fairbanks tavern–mail room was situated, quite conveniently, right at the foot of Washington Street, at the Boston end of the old highway. Back in May of 1638 the colonies had asked King Charles I to authorize a postal system, describing it as “so useful and absolutely necessary,” only to be refused. That Boston established one at its own cost reflected a growing need for improved communication. This demand, in turn, demanded better roads, and laws on highway maintenance began to litter the colonial records. In 1643 Connecticut adopted a law giving two highway surveyors per town the right to call on every fit man to mend highways once a year—particularly roads connecting “Towne and Towne.” Those who refused incurred a five-shilling fine. Massachusetts had similar laws on the books after the late 1630s. The job was taken quite seriously; in Sudbury, from the very start of settlement, Highway Surveyor was listed as a major town position, alongside Constable and Tax Gatherer.

Before he reached what would become New London, Winthrop passed through his old town of Saybrook—badly run down since its founder departed shortly after the start of the Pequot War. Nature granted some revenge against its absconded proprietor; the weather forced Winthrop to wait six days to cross the mouth of the Connecticut by ferry, and when he finally did, waves bombarded his boat. Once across, Winthrop toured New London for a place to plant his ironworks—and, hindsight suggests, to plant his family. Evidently satisfied, he entered the last leg of his trip, on the highway along the coast of Long Island Sound.

This final stretch brought Winthrop to Rhode Island’s major trading house, Cocumscussoc, then owned in part by Roger Williams, stationed on the southern branch of the highway, in modern Wickford. Trade headquarters remained locked beside harbors in colonial days—the process of loading and unloading merchant ships required it—but in time buyers and sellers from far along the route flocked toward these emerging commercial centers. By 1645 Boston’s market had operated for more than a decade: Every Thursday, Bay Colony merchants dragged their livestock, produce, and other wares to the intersection of modern Washington and State streets. Connecticut had recently started a weekly market in Hartford, where people from near and far could trade commodities, cattle, “or any merchandise whatsoever.”

In Providence Winthrop stayed with Benedict Arnold, great-grandfather of the infamous Revolutionary War traitor of the same name, and a few days later he reached Boston and home. He had traveled the highway because it was the primary thoroughfare between settlements, but to describe it as merely a route connecting Point A to Point B, even as early as 1645, was already to reduce much of its significance. Taken as a whole, the road represented a conduit of cultural progress. A meetinghouse would appear, then a tavern, then a marketplace—and soon the route had conferred upon its New World residents a sense of permanency, safety, and hope. Whether Winthrop picked up the awesome entirety of this significance is unknown but irrelevant; the experience alone engraved his mind with a clearer picture of inland travel and settlement than anyone else in New England had at the time—a familiarity with life along the highway that would come in handy down the road, so to speak, when tapped in the service of the throne.

* At times there have been numerous Washington Streets in the Boston area. Only two sections—one leading west from Brookline Village toward Watertown, the other south from downtown Boston toward Roxbury—can be considered modern derivatives of the original highway.

* Although Oldham’s murder is widely considered the direct impetus for the Pequot War, there is a bit of mystery surrounding his death, which came at the hands of a Narragansett Indian, not a Pequot. One theory holds the killing as possible retribution for the smallpox outbreak that infected Natives after Oldham’s initial journey on the highway, back in 1633.

* There is a modern Sudbury, Massachusetts, but the Sudbury of Winthrop’s day is presently Wayland.


Chapter 2

[image: image]

Of Fidelity and Fate

BY THE SPRING of 1649, John Winthrop Jr. and his whole family—wife, Elizabeth, and, by then, eight children—had settled in New London. They perched themselves in a stone house at the top of a rock ledge. A wide river, the present-day Thames, fed into the Sound toward a checkmark-shaped landmass called Fisher’s Island, where Winthrop’s goats munched away their days, bleating goatish wisdom in the blue Long Island breeze. One day in late March a solitary Indian on horseback entered this scene. Nahawton, a “Trustie & swift” Indian messenger, had hurried along the highway from the Bay bearing a letter for Winthrop. His presence was requested in Boston. His father had died.

For years after the death of the elder John Winthrop, several colonies made a push to secure the junior Winthrop’s favor. Connecticut made him a “freeman,” a title of advanced social status and a prerequisite for holding office, and in 1651 elected him a magistrate—reelecting him the next two years though he failed to attend a single session of the colony’s General Court. Peter Stuyvesant, governor of the Dutch colony of New Netherland, invited Winthrop and “any others that shall come along with yow” to live near him in the capital, New Amsterdam, on present-day Manhattan. New Haven, then an independent colony every bit the equal of Massachusetts Bay, Connecticut, or Rhode Island, briefly won his favor. But in late May of 1657 fate intervened in the form of a rider coming down the highway with a message that Winthrop had been chosen governor of Connecticut—less than a week before New Haven’s own elections.

This bold move by Connecticut would shortly prove brilliant. Back in England, King Charles II regained the throne in spring of 1660. Puritan rebels—including Winthrop’s father-in-law, Hugh Peter—were shown to the gallows. A cousin sought Winthrop’s advice on migrating some families to New England, “if times press them.” The crown cast a newly skeptical glare at its colonies; only a royal patent could ease the anxious times, and only Massachusetts Bay held an unquestioned one.

So, as the other colonies raced to prove their authenticity, a dependable foreign envoy was at a premium, and John Winthrop Jr. was one of the most dependable around. When England briefly considered a position of General Governor over New England, Winthrop was among the final three nominees; “which however that Designe ripened not, yet Your Name keepes up an high esteeme,” Roger Williams wrote him in March of 1660. That May, the same month Charles returned to England from exile, Connecticut made another move both bold and brilliant—lifting its ban on consecutive terms so Winthrop could remain its governor indefinitely.

The restoration of Charles II set the highway astir. Colonial commissioners scattered toward important meetings. Letters burst with news, taverns buzzed with fear. Many Indian messengers, formerly considered “Trustie,” grew unreliable. Some refused to deliver a letter if they suspected it concerned them; Roger Williams was known to promise new pants to Native messengers, provided they brought back a response. Neither could shipmasters be trusted with sensitive mail. For a small bribe they let anyone read a letter before delivering it to an official. The practice grew to be so routine that New Amsterdam passed several laws against it.

Out of necessity, the colonists formulated an impromptu version of the postal system they had been denied by the first King Charles back in 1638. A letter sent by Winthrop from Hartford to Boston in December of 1659 noted “this weeks passage” by a messenger willing to “adventure through the wilderness”—a clear hint that thought had been given to an organized pipeline between New England’s two great capitals. Correspondence was often entrusted to servants, fellow townsmen, even reputable travelers passing through. A good example occurred in October of 1660, when John Davenport, the preacher who had founded New Haven, overheard in a tavern that someone was heading for the Bay. Davenport asked the Boston-bound man to take a letter to Winthrop—the presumption being that the man would pass Winthrop’s home in Hartford along the “ordinary way.”

The need for regular communication by land now exceeded the danger of highway travel. In warmer times word from New Amsterdam typically reached New England by boat into Milford, Connecticut, where Alexander Bryan, postal dispatcher of sorts, forwarded it along the route to New Haven and beyond. In winter, when the harbors froze, it was not out of the question to send a letter from New London to New Amsterdam by land; that was often, in Winthrop’s words, the “spediest oportunity possible of passage.” Life itself kept a quicker pace: in the early 1660s Boston enacted a speed limit so that galloping horses would avoid running over children, “who are ordinarily abroad in the streetes, & not of age or discretion suddainly to escape such danger.” Through it all, the highway dutifully conducted the urgency of the time.

In the summer of 1661, the Connecticut court asked Winthrop to return to London to request a royal charter. (The Warwick patent he had secured years earlier, always suspect at best, would no longer stand.) Winthrop left Hartford with an official, obsequious petition, and £500. Instead of setting sail from Boston, however, he wrote to his friend Peter Stuyvesant and secured passage across the Atlantic on a Dutch vessel embarking from New Amsterdam—a very curious move, one with “no small motive,” as Winthrop put it, because it meant he would have to return to London via Holland. He made one more curious move, departing for New Amsterdam by boat from Saybrook rather than from Milford, as was typical at the time.

He arrived with a bang. Twenty-seven pounds of gunpowder, to be exact, greeted his boat at Manhattan’s southern shore. Fort Amsterdam towered above the base of the island. Out front, near the Bowling Green, the marketplace hummed. Farmers, Indians, and merchants from around the world convened here to exchange goods of all kinds. Winthrop soaked in the scene. He gazed up at the fort, perhaps making mental comparisons with one he had drawn for his father decades earlier. Its sides stretched one hundred yards; sixteen guns were mounted on its walls; six more were mounted on each of four bastions. The orange, white, and blue of the Dutch West India Company flag waved overhead.

Eventually Winthrop and Stuyvesant moved north on modern Broadway—then often called Heere Straat, or High Street—passing houses built with glazed yellow bricks and roofs checkered in red and black tile. They saw the burying ground and the company garden, and passed the jail where, two months earlier, deputy guard Hans Vos had been too weak to stop prisoner Richard Bullock from escaping, or too drunk to care. They entered the feeble gate of the wall at modern Wall Street and crossed the stream that connected the Collect Pond with the East River. They were on the Heere-weg now, Dutch for “highway”; today it’s called Bowery, this road, because it meandered through the farms—the Bouwerie—divided among the Dutch settlers. The biggest bowery, spanning some three hundred acres, belonged to Stuyvesant, and when they reached his manor, in the vicinity of present St. Mark’s Church, they pulled to a stop.

Stuyvesant had secured a place for Winthrop aboard a ship with an English-speaking captain. Five days later, after nearly one hundred fifty pounds of gunpowder expended in salute, Winthrop sailed for the Continent in the Trouw—Dutch for “fidelity.”

At this point, the reason for some of Winthrop’s curious moves became more clear. Not long after the Trouw reached the Atlantic, William Leete, the governor of New Haven, feverishly raced along the Sound, clutching a charter petition he hoped Winthrop would present to King Charles on his colony’s behalf. As the most vocal antiroyalist settlement, New Haven had no diplomat as qualified as Winthrop to represent its charter claim in London. The town feared being swallowed by Connecticut and losing authority over its uniquely strict lifestyle; it saw Winthrop, a former resident, as its only hope of remaining independent. Leete had expected to intercept Winthrop on his way to New Amsterdam; after all, Winthrop would have passed through New Haven en route to Milford. Eventually Leete rode along the coastal highway in a blind and furious search, but when he reached Saybrook he was informed that Winthrop had left from there a week earlier, “and so I was wholly disapointed.”

Seen from today, the move seems slippery, but at the time it made a good bit of sense. New Haven had recently drawn the ire of the restored monarch by harboring two fugitives—judges who had helped hang Charles I. Sympathizing with the town would have been politically foolish. And Leete was not alone in chasing after Winthrop; the Plymouth colony also sought his help. After discovering that Winthrop had left unannounced, Plymouth’s governor wrote a scathing note to “the son of such a father as was our very honored friend, and of a public spirit, whose careful and painful endeavor was not confined within the limits of his jurisdiction.” Taking up too many causes would no doubt hurt them all. If fidelity were to play a role in Winthrop’s mission, it would have to be toward Connecticut, and Connecticut alone.

Back in London, Winthrop stayed in a house beside St. Stephen’s Church, where a young John Davenport had once preached. He spent much time with the Royal Society, and may have played an important role in the throne’s official acceptance of the group.* Finally he met with the king. His old friend Lord Saye and Sele, it seems, helped Winthrop secure a royal entrée by writing a letter of introduction to Edward Montagu, who served as lord chamberlain to Charles II. Once inside, perhaps the astronomer in Winthrop found some common ground with a king known to enjoy his telescope. However he worked his charm, Winthrop left no small impression on the court. The patent he secured for Connecticut stretched infinitely southwest of Massachusetts from the Narragansett Bay, consuming New Haven—and also New Amsterdam—in the process.

Both territories were furious upon his return. Soon enough, however, neither grievance would matter. Preferring any authority to that of the king, New Haven reluctantly acquiesced to a union with Connecticut, forever relinquishing its hope of independence. Then, in midsummer of 1664, four royal commissioners arrived in New England with the intention of “reducing” New Amsterdam—acquiring it, this meant, as property of James, Duke of York. Winthrop joined these commissioners in western Long Island, at the base of their approach. He dashed off a letter to his friend Stuyvesant, ensuring the fair treatment of the Dutch and agreeing to “avoid the effusion of blood,” if only the residents of Manhattan would give themselves over to England’s throne.

With that, the reason behind Winthrop’s other curious moves from earlier became clear as well. The commissioners had consulted a map of Fort Amsterdam, often called the Duke’s Plan, drawn with startling precision and dated about a month after Winthrop left Manhattan back in 1661. If Stuyvesant felt betrayed, he had reason. Winthrop may have provided the details used to draw the Duke’s Plan; years later, a description accompanying the map was found among the papers of the Royal Society. Winthrop’s cousin, George Downing, helped orchestrate the takeover, and the two certainly kept in contact during Winthrop’s charter visit.

Stuyvesant, enraged, tore up the note. But New Amsterdam’s officials wanted no part of battle; besides, as reports would later confirm, their fort had run irresponsibly low on gunpowder. Amid cries for “the letter!,” Dutch leaders gathered fragments of Winthrop’s note and made a copy. They set a meeting of capitulation, and on August 27, 1664, Winthrop once again traveled to Stuyvesant’s bowery—this time joined by eleven other riders. When these delegates emerged they had reached the agreement that turned New Amsterdam into New York, Fort Amsterdam into Fort James, and the dust churned up on the Heere-weg, settling softly in their wake into the Highway of the King.

 

ON JANUARY 22, 1673, Mathias Nicolls finished reading the postmaster’s Oath of Fidelity—“You doe sweare by the Everliving God, that you will truly and faithfully discharge the Trust reposed in you as a Post-Master”—prepared by Francis Lovelace, the governor of New York. With that America’s first regular mail carrier began his journey up the Highway from the southern tip of Manhattan toward Boston, under explicit instructions to stop first at the Hartford home of John Winthrop Jr., “from whom you shall receive the best Direction how to forme the best Post-Road.”

After leaving Fort James, this rider veered northeast at what is now Park Row, formerly called the High Road to Boston. When he reached Bowery Lane he continued north. Just off the road, near the present corner of Thirteenth Street and Third Avenue, stood a pear tree Peter Stuyvesant had transplanted from Holland years earlier. The tree would survive this cold season and many more—it served as a reminder of the city’s Dutch roots until 1867—but Stuyvesant was no longer around to tend it. He had died in early 1672, about a year before the first post ride, permitted by the English to live out his days on his beloved farm beside the Highway.

The rider looped toward modern Madison Square Park, where the Highway diverged from the road to Bloomingdale—the precursor to Broadway as it exists today—then ran northeast along the curvy Indian trail once known as the Wickquasgeck Path. By the early 1640s Wickquasgeck Natives “passed daily” along this road to trade on Manhattan, according to Dutch settler David de Vries. At about Third Avenue and Forty-fifth Street, near modern Turtle Bay, the rider had traveled some four miles. Continuing along the Highway he approached the town of Harlem, established by the Dutch toward the northern end of the island.

If this section of the Highway had improved since its time as the old Wickquasgeck trade route, Francis Lovelace was largely to thank. A few years earlier he had ordered two men to enlarge the route into a “good Waggon path betwixt this Citty & the Towne of harlem,” with the idea that a better road would stimulate communication and trade. At present-day Fifth Avenue, near Eighty-ninth Street, the Highway crept into what’s now Central Park. It continued up the heights of Harlem along modern St. Nicholas Avenue toward Spuyten Duyvil, the Dutch name given to the creek that separated Manhattan from the mainland. There the affable ferry keeper, Johannes Verveelen, one of Harlem’s original five patentees, came into view. Because the post rider was a colony official, Verveelen would have waived the typical fare—seven pence for horse and man—and shuttled them across the creek and into the present-day Bronx.

The rider continued east toward Pelham and Mamaroneck, New York, where he likely met, respectively, with Thomas Pell and John Richbell. Pell and Richbell maintained an ongoing boundary feud, but together in 1671 they had put aside their differences to improve “a new road to New England” through their towns. The rider continued along the shores of Long Island Sound through Stamford, Norwalk, and Milford, Connecticut, and on into New Haven, called Rodenberghs by the Dutch for the two large red hills straddling its center. He rode north along the Connecticut River toward Hartford, then made his way to the home of John Winthrop Jr., just as Governor Lovelace had instructed.

Though the English colonies had sought an official postal system since 1638, only under Lovelace did the scheme find its energetic ambassador. He had announced its creation on December 10, 1672, and by the time the first rider left, six weeks later, the basic plan had been drafted.

Once a month this postman—an “active, stout, and indefatigable” fellow, according to Lovelace—would journey from New York to Boston and back with the mail. He would mark the letters “post-paid” and drop them into separate bags classified by destination. But the post rider’s role went far beyond slinging a few notes into a portmanteau—it stopped just short of making him general conductor of northeast America. The rider would survey the best place to leave letters in each town, and notify the inhabitants of his approximate return. He would mark trees to direct travelers who might take the route on their own, and scout strategic locations for inns and taverns. When someone wished to travel with the rider, he would assist them civilly, “that I may heare noe Complaint of you,” ordered Lovelace. If necessary he even would apprehend fugitive soldiers and servants, by which Lovelace might have been referring to Isaac Ratt, his one-handed cook who had run away the previous June.

The system was designed to enhance trade and to provide, in Lovelace’s words, “a more speedy Intelligence and Dispatch of Affayres.” The affairs of 1673 centered on the lingering threat of attack from the Dutch. In the years following the seizure of New Amsterdam by the Duke of York, tensions between England and Holland had remained high. The possibility of assault was a primary reason Lovelace wanted his system in place so urgently. Initially the post rider was supposed to leave on January 1, 1673, but Lovelace held him back so that he could forward to Winthrop the latest news of the Dutch approach: forty Dutch men-of-war had been spotted near the West Indies. “If so,” Lovelace wrote, “it will be high time for us to begin to buckle on our armor, and to put ourselves into such a posture of defence as is most suitable to our several conditions.”

For Lovelace, this “posture of defence” took the form of a finely carved postal road from New York to Boston. Along this route swift messengers would carry the words that moved New England’s leaders and roused New England’s armies. Lovelace believed in this avenue of intelligence—this “handsomer resistance,” as he later called it—with a passion that, at times, clouded his judgment. For Francis Lovelace was not a natural wartime governor. His bloodline* ran poetic and so did his letters; once, writing to England, he described life in America as harshly remote, “as if wee had as well crost Lethe, as the Athlantiq ocean, so that the effects are commonly past with you, before the causes arrive.” Missing English refinement, he established in New York a culture club that met twice weekly in the evening, drank brandy punch from silver tankards, and simply chatted. In many ways he was a man of the mind, and seemed to feel the best defense was an informed one.

Above all, Lovelace felt that John Winthrop Jr. was the man to see the plan through. In two lengthy letters to Winthrop, delivered by this first rider, Lovelace described the colonial postal system in detail. Winthrop was to direct the rider toward Boston and, more generally, to improve the route between Manhattan and the Bay. “I desire of you to favor the undertaking by your best skill and countenance,” Lovelace wrote—the skill of a man whose overland journeys had given him intimate knowledge of interior New England, and the countenance of one whose lifetime of public service made him known across this same land. “It would be much advantageous to our design,” Lovelace continued, “if in the interval you discourse with some of the most able woodmen to make out the best and most facile way for a post, which in process of time would be the King’s best highway.”

The John Winthrop Jr. who met the first post rider in 1673, however, was a weary man with a worried mind. Still shaken by the death of his wife, Elizabeth, months earlier, Winthrop was then, and would long remain, enfeebled by the throes of bereavement. For months after Elizabeth’s death this otherwise restless figure hardly stirred. More than a year later, in a letter about the “irreparable losse of my deare wife,” he blamed himself for aggravating Elizabeth’s illness; she had been nursing the governor, himself sick at the time, and Winthrop felt quite sure this loyal care had put a strain too great to bear on her own failing health.

Winthrop did muster the strength to receive America’s first post rider—he marked the letters from Lovelace received on February 6—and although one can only guess at the course this man rode toward the Bay, his finish line was clear.* When the rider neared the end of his journey he passed through the small gate in Roxbury, on the neck of the Bay, and entered the head of Boston town. It was a far different Boston from the one Wahginnacut had entered some forty years earlier—now a minimetropolis of several thousand, furnished with “handsomely contrived” shops and cobblestone streets, according to one contemporary traveler. The home stretch was on a segment of present-day Washington Street, newly widened in 1671. It took him past the town gallows toward the intersection of modern Milk Street, site of the elder John Winthrop’s second Boston home, later site of the Bay’s second meetinghouse, the Old South. Across the street stood a wooden home later rented by Josiah Franklin, whose wife would give birth there, in 1706, to a son named Benjamin.

Finally the rider reached the intersection of modern State and Washington streets, filled with the sounds and smells of a market square. Here stood the Town House, Boston’s two-story center of commerce, government, literature, and life, and likely where the first leg of the post rider’s round-trip came to a halt. The Bay governor, John Leverett, seems to have greeted him on February 11,* because on this day Leverett wrote a “very affectionate & consolatory letter” to John Winthrop Jr., upon hearing about the death of Elizabeth.

 

A FEW MONTHS LATER, wishing to discuss his postal system at further length, Francis Lovelace followed the route of his first post rider into Hartford, arriving on a midsummer evening in 1673. Escorts led the governor north through an ox pasture to the bank of a purling stream that curled east across the town and disappeared into the Connecticut River, beyond a meadow. Moving west along the banks of the stream they reached the corner of the town’s main street—so aptly placed that, more than three centuries later, it remains Main Street—and stopped at the home of John Winthrop Jr. Lovelace retired that night weary from his journey; the governor had chosen, quite significantly in those seafaring times, to come “all the way by land.” And if he spared a moment for reflection before falling asleep on Friday, the twenty-fifth of July, Francis Lovelace likely felt the next few days would change communication in colonial America.

To Lovelace, son of a knight of Kent and onetime governor of Carmarthen Castle in Wales, the Connecticut capital must have seemed painfully modest. Hartford held at most a few hundred souls. They lived in one- or two-story houses built of clapboard siding, patched with sandstone quarried from the stream. The better roofs were shingled; the poorer, thatched with grass and clay. The main street running through the town, like the Highway leading into it, was little more than a dirt path. Rain turned it quickly into mire.

A stone and log causeway—colonial sidewalk of sorts—guided dry feet to a cleared patch of land that served as an open market and yard for the Meeting House. On Sundays the town gathered here for service, and those who listened poorly to the Reverend Joseph Haynes perhaps grew familiar with the opposite end of the yard, where the whipping post and pillory stood before the jail. Most other days the townspeople flooded back onto the main street and into the central tavern and inn. There Jeremy Adams served cider and rum, regaling patrons with the “passionate distempered speeches, loud language, and unmannerly carriage” that had once earned him public censure from the colony’s General Court, which held its sessions in his establishment nevertheless.

The stars had seemed aligned against the meeting. It had been delayed at least twice since the post rider’s first run, in January, and at the last moment nearly fell apart entirely. It was initially set for July 19; when the day came, Winthrop sent three men to Milford, Connecticut, on the coast of Long Island Sound, to receive Lovelace and his party. But just as the governor had prepared to leave New York, Captain John Manning, who was set to accompany him, plunged sixteen feet off a wall of Fort James. The accident left Manning “bruised and hurt much, and taken to his bed,” jeopardizing the Hartford trip Lovelace had pestered Winthrop several times to secure.

About a week later Lovelace set off for Connecticut anyway. If leaving New York in Manning’s bumbling hands was risky, he may have felt waiting any longer nearly as dangerous. The Dutch threat had intensified—their men-of-war had been spotted near Virginia as recently as March—and Lovelace remained convinced that an efficient system of correspondence was crucial to colonial defense. His conference with Winthrop was later described as an “urgent occasion.”

Precisely what the two governors discussed about the “King’s best highway” is unknown; if minutes were taken, they didn’t survive. Presumably they smoothed out the details in the model Lovelace had already proposed in his letters. It’s even reasonable to assume they took things easy: the John Winthrop Jr. of late July 1673 described himself as “something ill lately.” He had grown dismayed with public service—Connecticut had chosen him governor yet again, in May, despite his objection—and remained in a state of powerful grief. If Lovelace offered any further sympathies about the death of Elizabeth, they surely echoed those he had already sent: “I heartily condole with you the loss of your excellent lady; but we must all stoop to Fate.”

Whatever they discussed, Lovelace no doubt left quite pleased. Certainly this visit had gone better than the last time he left Manning in charge of the fort to discuss his postal scheme. That was back in March. A winded rider had called him back from Pelham, a town in present-day Westchester County, with word of a Dutch advance on Fort James. Lovelace dashed home but found no true danger, dismissing the scare as just another one of “Manning’s alarms.” Though Lovelace raised funds to solidify parts of the fort, he had done nothing with the money by the time he left for Hartford in summer.

Francis Lovelace left the Connecticut capital on July 29, setting off toward New Haven in morning. Raindrops tapped on Hartford’s white-oak leaves and shingled roofs. As always, rain softened the road, so that a clatter of hooves would have stamped a muddy track atop the new wooden bridge that crossed the little stream that rolled toward the Connecticut River. Captain Daniel Clarke and his troop escorted Lovelace back through the ox pasture and south along the Highway, past Wethersfield. From there Robert Treat, a high-ranking resident of New Haven, led them into town. They arrived by dusk.

Perhaps once again Lovelace held a thought before shutting his eyes, or maybe he just fell asleep, his mind now cleared of its obsession. No longer conjuring visions of a solitary rider carrying his dream through the darkness—like the one who had left Boston that same day with word of a recent Dutch attack in Virginia, or like that other one, approaching New Haven from the west. . . .

He awoke to the news and hurried along the Highway toward Fort James, long after his arrival would have mattered. At John Richbell’s, in Mamaroneck, the second rider told him of Manning’s surrender to the Dutch fleet, and he hastened off a note to Winthrop. By Friday night the news had reached Hartford, and Winthrop read the letter’s two requests: that he forward the news to Boston, and that he and Lovelace meet again soon, “if not heare yet hereafter, which is much better.”

Winthrop sent the rider on his way toward Boston that very evening, and sent another along the southern route, toward New London and Providence. He stood alone, planted at the crossroads of New England, the restless youth now stooping to his Fate—directing men this way and that, toward their journey’s end.

* Winthrop was the first North American admitted to the Royal Society.

* Richard Lovelace, the notable seventeenth-century English poet, was his brother.

* The first post rider’s precise path from Hartford to Boston is not described in Lovelace’s instructions, but the mystery deserves a moment of academic consideration. The safe and traditional assumption is that Winthrop guided the rider along the Indian paths he had followed during his trip in 1645. But one must consider that these paths traversed Indian villages, while the purpose of Lovelace’s postal system was to inform New England’s top leaders. As a result, it would have made sense for Winthrop to steer the rider on a route that more closely resembled the modern Boston Post Road to Boston through Springfield, Brookfield, and Worcester. Winthrop could have guided the rider first toward Springfield’s John Pynchon, son of William, who had been among those present at Stuyvesant’s bowery during the English takeover—surely worthy of this new colonial loop of information. Pynchon could have pointed the rider toward Brookfield, a town he had helped establish by 1665. As the most isolated settlement between Boston and Hartford—it stands out as such on a contemporary map from 1677 under the name Sqaboag—Brookfield would have needed a regular avenue of correspondence more than most. There the rider could have stopped at the tavern run by Pynchon’s business associate, John Ayres, located on the original highway. Last, a “new” Bay Path formed in 1673 to connect Brookfield and Worcester, perhaps as a consequence of the first post rider’s mission.

* To the author’s knowledge, no one has previously affixed the date of the post rider’s entrance into Boston. Some writers have marked this entrance two weeks from the rider’s departure. Such a statement discounts Winthrop’s reception of letters on February 6 and appears to be inferred from Lovelace’s request that the entire trip take one month. An arrival on the eleventh fits not only with Leverett’s letter, but also with the length of time it had taken Wahginnacut to reach Boston from Connecticut back in 1631—five days.


Chapter 3
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Benjamin Franklin, Postman

FOLLOWING FRANCIS LOVELACE’S fateful meeting in 1673, the postal system, in measure with America, ebbed and surged along the Highway—the Post Road, rather, for that’s what it had become. Shortly after the Dutch reclaimed Manhattan, the new governor, Anthony Colve, outlawed correspondence with New England. Colve sentenced English post rider John Sharpe to “the inner and nethermost Dungeon” for four days, and banished him for ten years. When the Treaty of Westminster restored New York to Britain in 1674, Governor Thomas Dongan tried to set up post offices along the entire Eastern Seaboard. His efforts, if nominally endorsed, rallied little assistance: “You are pleased to say I may set up a Post-House,” Dongan wrote to one member of the British Parliament, “but send mee noe power to doe it.”

Dongan’s successor, Edmund Andros, fared slightly better. He arranged for post rider John Perry to carry letters between Boston and New York once a month in winter, and once every three weeks in summer. But in the early 1690s, with New York under the tumultuous reign of Jacob Leisler, Perry was caught on a post ride and tossed in jail for at least a week, “without baile.”

Little matter that the postal system failed to flow smoothly during this period—had it been clockwork, few would have been around to tell the time. A brutal fight with the Indians, known as King Philip’s War, ravaged numerous towns along the Post Road beginning in the summer of 1675. Along the upper branch, the Massachusetts towns of Worcester, Marlborough, Brookfield,* Springfield, and Sudbury neared total destruction. Along the coastal branch, the Rhode Island towns of Providence and Wickford were deserted, and all but one house in Warwick had been burned to the ground. New York did all it could to keep the battle outside its borders. Boston grew so tense that the drunken, accidental discharge of a gun thirty miles away sent the town into a panic. In the end the colonists paraded King Philip’s head on a pole, but fighting in his name produced a higher death rate than would the Civil War—by double.

For many Post Road towns the recovery process took upward of a decade. Little by little, houses were rebuilt, post riders released, tavern cups refilled. By the close of the seventeenth century, stability had been largely restored. A contemporary map drawn by Philip Lea and dated 1690 traces the highway’s two major branches and labels towns along the way. (See pp. 32–33. Brookfield appears as Squabaug.) Lea’s map includes a middle road, splitting the northern and coastal courses, but it’s drawn with clear erasures and passes through few towns—suggesting by comparison the more established routes.

Right about this time, in 1693, England granted royal minter Thomas Neale a patent to run the American post office. Despite efforts by the colonies to aid the system, it continued to sputter—in part, no doubt, because Neale never set foot in America. Few letters were actually required to travel by post; mail between merchants and private notes between friends did not have to use the system at all, and most government correspondence was exempt from postal fees. Ferrymen were supposed to carry post riders across waterways immediately for free. But with a poor understanding of the system, or showing blatant disregard for it, they often charged post riders crossing rates or kept them waiting until a full boatload of paying passengers had accrued.

Then there was the matter of price. Sending a letter from Boston to New York cost nine pence, the same as sending one to Europe. The charge merely reflected the difficulty of highway travel—forty years after Lovelace’s original design, the post rider still needed two weeks to reach Boston from Manhattan—but it resulted in a service too expensive for general acceptance. This expense, in turn, created a critical problem of funding. At the time, recipients, not senders, paid for postage. As a result, the cost of any mail that went delivered but unclaimed came out of the postmaster’s pocket. Neale’s American deputies often struggled to stay afloat; the postmaster of New England, Duncan Campbell—a firm believer in a system “of so great a benefit to this country”—frequently petitioned for reimbursement. Still, by the time his son, John, assumed the position in the early 1700s, the office lost a considerable £275 a year.

As for the post rider himself, his role had changed very little by the turn of the eighteenth century, but at the same time quite a lot. He still hastened messages along the highway into Connecticut, but now he mainly took the branch along the coast. He still made his delivery to Governor John Winthrop, but now that man was Fitz-John, son of the late John Jr., who lived in New London instead of Hartford. He still carried the day’s most important news, but now it was neatly compiled by John Campbell into a handwritten “Journal of Public Occurrences” that would soon become the country’s first newspaper.

One late September day in 1703 the post rider left Campbell’s office on modern Washington Street and hurried across the skinny neck of Boston. The Post Road’s southbound route led riders out of the Bay toward Dedham, Massachusetts, along present-day Centre Street, en route to Rhode Island. Just south of East Greenwich, near the modern intersection of Forge Road and U.S. Route 1, the road crossed a stream known as Elizabeth Spring—so named because Elizabeth Winthrop had liked to stop there for a drink whenever she and John made their way south on the highway from Boston. The road continued west past sparsely populated coastal towns toward the Pawcatuck River that marked the boundary of Connecticut, then on through Stonington across an uneven countryside, eventually reaching the ferry at the Thames River—where high winds placed entrance to the governor’s New London home at the mercy of the gods.
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Detail, Philip Lea, “A New Map of New England . . .” (1690), Lionel Pincus and Princess Firyal Map Division, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations
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Philip Lea’s map of New England, dated c. 1690, shows the Post Road’s two main branches, inland (top) and coastal, during early colonial times.

A Boston woman named Sarah Knight rode this route with a post messenger the following fall, and surviving details from her diary provide a rare, vivid glimpse of the Post Road at the time. If making the trip by foot had been exhausting for John Winthrop Jr., it was no easier on horseback for the postman and his fellow traveler. The obstacles of nature still riddled the untamed wilderness. Rocks and swamps encumbered the passage, as did thick fog and steep hills. Pesky travelers in need of a guide slowed the journey—Knight often struggled to keep pace with her postal escort. Weary horses stemmed numerous river crossings when they could. Otherwise young boys led rider and horse across high waters in canoes that seemed ready to capsize at a single wave’s whim.

A day’s ride began long before sunrise. Sometimes the journey was so taxing, the burden of rider and mailbag and haste so oppressive, that horses keeled over en route. Branches and bushes closely flanked the narrow path, scraping at the locked sacks packed with letters for Providence, New Haven, New York, and a few towns in between. Occasionally the western rider encountered the eastern post, and they exchanged letters heading in the opposite direction. When night fell before he reached the next stage the rider had no choice but to hustle on, deep into the woods and blind into the darkness. The occasional sliver of starlight toyed with the tired mind; in the words of Sarah Knight, “each lifeless Trunk, with its shatter’d Limbs, appear’d an Armed Enymie.”

Along the southern route of the highway one might stay at Woodcock’s tavern in North Attleboro, or the Billings inn near Sharon, with its inquisitive hostess. There was also clean, comfortable Haven’s tavern, in North Kingstown, or the lodge some twenty-five miles west, run by the irascible Mr. Devil and his homely twin daughters. Beds were often short or shared, and bedrooms were partitioned from noisy parlors by thin boards. On the other side patrons downed dram after dram of rum—“tyed by the Lipps to a pewter engine,” Knight noted. Nearly everyone inside was a man; consequently, Madam Knight caused quite a stir upon her arrival. On the strength of this tonic, Knight recalled, the men held smoky, all-night debates on matters as provincial as the meaning of Narragansett, and as profound as how to fit a triangle into a square.
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