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  The Making of the Man




  THERE are men whose fiber appears to be of their own invention. Such men appear to be children of no age or place. There are others, however, perhaps most of the race, whose mature years, like a stream constantly churning up pebbles from the bed beneath, consistently reflect the physical and philosophical characteristics of their youthful environment. Such a man was Jonathan Trumbull. Whether one views him as a husband, father, public figure, or merchant, Trumbull’s essential nature was related to the world of his boyhood in Lebanon, and throughout his mature life, he was never to be completely free from the early forces which molded his character—Puritan theology, the Protestant ethic, and the personality of his father.




  Jonathan Trumbull was the younger son of Joseph Trumbull who moved from a none-too-successful farm in Simsbury, Connecticut, to the developing town of Lebanon in 1705.1 Joseph, who was characterized by his artist-grandson, John Trumbull, as a “respectable, strong minded but uneducated farmer,”2 promptly demonstrated in Lebanon that drive and ambition which were to be reflected so clearly in the life of his son Jonathan. The elder Trumbull purchased land with a “modest dwelling house,” and in a short time he had expanded his agricultural opeations to include trading. Focusing on raising cattle in Lebanon and buying additional stock in neighboring towns, Joseph Trumbull drove the cattle to Boston where he accepted payment in English manufactured goods which he was able to dispose of in Lebanon in a substantial retail trade.3




  Joseph Trumbull was soon able to translate his economic success into significant public recognition. A member of the First Ecclesiastical Society since 1705, he became a lieutenant of the Windham County Troop of Horse in 1718, captain in 1728, and quartermaster in 1730.4 Thus, although not enjoying the advantages of a formal education and having come from rather inconclusive beginnings in Simsbury, Joseph Trumbull’s energy and ambition, coupled with the social fluidity of the early Connecticut Valley, permitted him to establish a firm base in Lebanon for his two sons, Joseph, Jr., born in 1705, and Jonathan, born on October 12, 1710.




  The Lebanon in which Jonathan Trumbull grew to manhood was a town just emerging from the frontier stage of development. Although first settled around 1697 and allowed to send representatives to the Connecticut General Assembly in 1705, the town showed no significant population growth until the early 1730s.




  The area was one which undoubtedly demonstarted to young Jonathan Trumbull the necessity of sustained labor as a basis for achievement. The land clearing, the fence building, the road construction, and the constant care of field and stock were activities which played a major role in the boy’s early years.5 The undeveloped and agrarian nature of early Lebanon thus inspired in Trumbull a realization that man’s task was to strive and to contribute. There was no such thing in his environment as success achieved without effort. The very perpetuation of the individual and the family was linked directly to the completion of those physical tasks which constitute the central core of existence in an essentially agrarian society. The lesson, no matter how conveyed, was effective, for Trumbull, both as a merchant and especially as a public figure, would be characterized by a truly amazing capacity for work.6




  Trumbull’s commitment to labor was further reinforced by the Puritan spirit which dominated Connecticut society during the years of his youth. Connecticut, more than any place on earth in the early eighteenth century, approached the spirit and structure of the Wilderness Zion. While the original Puritan zeal in old England had long since waned and the strident Calvinism of Massachusetts had deteriorated to a detectable secularism, Connecticut held scrupulously to the doctrines of Thomas Hooker’s generation.




  Connecticut Puritanism, unthreatened by external political or cultural intrusions, succeeded in maintaining itself as the raison d’etre of the society through the first third of the eighteenth century. The Connecticut Calvinist interpreted his mission as unchanged from that of his seventeenth-century forefathers who had entered the Connecticut Valley after a short migration from Massachusetts Bay. Thomas Hooker reasserted the Puritan charge which had previously been given classic statement by John Winthrop aboard the Arbella in 1630. Winthrop had admonished one of the early Puritan contingents in his “A Model of Christian Charity” to labor to complete the Protestant Reformation by bringing forth a society that would be cleansed of the impurities which the Calvinist saw flourishing in England under the Anglican Church.7 Hooker explained clearly the route that the individual was to follow if the new settlement were to succeed in its holy charge:




  

     So, I would have you do, loose your selves . . . and all that you have, and do, in the Lord Christ. How is that? Let all be swallowed up, and let nothing be seen but a Christ . . . As it is with the Moon and Stars, when the Sun comes, they lose all their light, though they are in the heavens still. . . . So let it be with thy Soul, when thou wouldest find mercy and grace.8







  Nor could the Puritan of Connecticut abandon the idea that man’s nature was essentially corrupt. If man were to lose himself in Christ, as Hooker put it, he required the support, if not frequently the coercion, of an institutional structure founded upon and committed to God’s word.9 Thus, the Connecticut Puritans promoted the establishment of a social order which would reinforce the ideological basis of the society.




  The founders of Connecticut evolved and maintained a system in which each individual was to contribute to the realization of the Puritan mission. Ethical standards, sexual mores, educational patterns, and, of course, religious observances were all comprehensively controlled. Never in Puritan society was the inclination of the individual to take precedence over the aspirations of the community. Society to the Puritan was not an aggregation of individuals. It was an organism in which all parts were subordinate to the whole. The individual had as his primary responsibility that of contributing to communal success. He was to obey the elders, to live within the confines of God’s word, to educate his children so that they might in the future sustain the society, and to do that labor to which he was “called” by God.10




  Jonathan Trumbull thus grew to manhood in an environment still permeated by Puritan thought and practice. While he undoubtedly had the release afforded by the popular children’s games of the day, and while rural Lebanon must have presented him with opportunities to enjoy swimming, hunting, and fishing, his youthful enthusiasm was tempered by strict parental and communal religious direction. Daily prayers were to be said. The Scriptures were to become the root of his conduct. He was to approach his responsibilities with the unquestioned conviction that what was at stake was nothing less than the salvation of his eternal soul and the Christianization of the world.




  It would have been difficult to foresee in the early 1720s, however, that young Jonathan would spend his mature years in business and politics, for Joseph Trumbull, Sr., had clearly intended the boy for the Congregational ministry. Since the elder son, Joseph, Jr., was immersing himself in the family agricultural and trading operations and Jonathan had manifested a taste for scholarship, the younger son had been given over to the town pastor, the Reverend Samuel Welles, for college preparation. When Jonathan was thirteen, in 1723, he was sent to Harvard to prepare for the Congregational ministry. Even here, Joseph Trumbull, Sr., was clearly revealing his continuing concern for the social advancement of the family, for the Trumbull star, already bright with the thriving Lebanon mercantile activity, could only be made more intense in the reflection of a young Puritan divine.




  Arriving in Cambridge with the class of 1727, and being ranked thirty-fourth in a class of thirty-seven, Trumbull set about his college studies. While the young man from rural Lebanon must have been stimulated by his academic fare and at least excited by the more sophisticated Boston atmosphere, Trumbull appears to have gone through his college years without experiencing any discernible intellectual ferment. No sparks were struck; no new conceptions were perceived which might have caused the youngster to rethink his personal values and assumptions. Rather, it would seem that Trumbull’s Harvard career, as was true of every successive stage in his life, brought no inclination to redefine either his own nature or that of his environment.




  Jonathan Trumbull thus went about his academic labors at Harvard with no marked enthusiasm for his studies, and, not surprisingly, achieved no significant academic distinction. The only unique aspect of Trumbull’s Harvard career was an action which indicated his persistent religious consciousness. In his first year at Cambridge, Trumbull joined the “Private Meeting,” a religious society which had been organized in 1719. The articles of this organization revealed the intense religious focus of the members:




  

     It being our indispensable Duty as well as undeniable Interest, to improve all Opportunities, and Advantages that God is graciously favoring us with, to his Honor and Glory, and our eternal welfare, as also to avoid all those Temptations and Allurements to Evil, which we are in danger to meet with, and to Edife, encourage, and excite one another in the ways of Holiness, and Religion. . . .11







  Following commencement in 1727, Trumbull returned to Lebanon. He then read theology with the local parson, the Reverend Solomon Williams, and returned to Harvard in 1730 to take his M.A. with his class, his thesis being that there were no contradictions in Scripture which could not be solved by reason.




  In 1730, he took the covenant in his church and was licensed to preach by the Windham Congregational Association. In June, 1731, he received an invitation from the Colchester congregation to assume the pulpit. While considering and perhaps preparing for what would have been his first professional appointment, Trumbull found his plans altered by the first of the many personal tragedies he was to experience.




  Joseph Trumbull, Sr., and Joseph Trumbull, Jr., along with several others from Lebanon, either constructed or purchased a brigantine which was called the Lebanon. The vessel, with Joseph Trumbull, Jr., on board, sailed on December 29, 1731, from New London bound for Barbados and Sal Tortuga. Neither the vessel nor Joseph Trumbull, Jr., was heard from again, and it was soon presumed that the Lebanon had foundered at sea.12




  As the months passed with no word from Joseph, Jr., Jonathan was called upon by his father to help with the family business. Acceptance of the call from Colchester had, of course, to be deferred. As the months lengthened into years with continued silence about the fate of his brother, Jonathan Trumbull found himself fully immersed in the family firm, Trumbull and Son.




  The death of Joseph Trumbull, Jr., was thus a most significant turning point in the life of Jonathan Trumbull, but one can all too easily overestimate its importance in Trumbull’s life by assuming that the vocational alteration brought a decisive change in the character of the man. Such was not the case.




  Trumbull was not one who took only figuratively the Winthrop admonition to bring forth the “City upon a Hill.” Throughout his life, Trumbull seemed to function on the basis of the Puritan assumption that man did God’s work no matter what one’s vocational condition might have been. All that the individual achieved was related to the individual’s regeneration as well as to the evolution of a truly godly society. Thus, it mattered little to the Puritan whether one occupied God’s pulpit, anguished over that sterile New England soil, or bore the burdens of the mercantile maelstrom. All was the same if it were done in the service of the Lord. Therefore, although he exchanged the pulpit for the marketplace, and later the political chamber, the man never experienced a diminution of his religious orientation.




  It might perhaps be said that Trumbull’s immersion in secular concerns upon the death of his brother gave him the opportunity to manifest the ambitiousness which he seemed to have inherited from his father. Trumbull, as was true of so many of his Puritan forefathers and peers, could sincerely devote himself to achievement in the name of individual and communal regeneration and at the same time focus upon the satisfaction of his own not inconsiderable vanity. Throughout his life, he would never lose sight of the main chance, the decision which would clearly bring the greatest glory to the name and estate of Trumbull. It was perhaps this trait which motivated Trumbull’s political enemies to conclude that his religious commitment was but a socially-acceptable cloak behind which he hid his blunt ambitiousness. Yet, although the charge might have given some comfort to his critics, the evidence does not indicate that it was true. Jonathan Trumbull was no hypocrite. He was a man, like many a Puritan, one suspects, who accepted a theological code which called for a superhuman diminution of self, but, being just a man, was not capable of eschewing earthly prizes. He was a man with a deep-seated religious orientation, a sincere commitment to the concept of service to one’s fellows and to God, and, as well, an unmistakable vanity which was not often disregarded throughout his life. As might be said of so many Puritans, so it might be said of Trumbull: his imperfections were large only in light of the towering nature of the life style he sought to serve.




  The Puritan, subject as he was to an “interminable high seriousness” and an unquestioned conviction that he was doing the work of the Lord, was not, after all, an individual who could often accept the existence of nuance or alternate modes of thought. The Puritan saw not only just the black and the white; he was intellectually incapable of recognizing that a gray might exist. God’s writ to the Puritan was clear and bold, and there was no conceivable justification for tampering. Trumbull approached life with just such a conviction. As he faced momentous political decisions, Trumbull did not experience any soul-wrenching indecision. He reacted to the political issues of his era with an instinctual certainty which was incompatible with the views of others. Such righteousness was undoubtedly a spur to resolute leadership; it was also the reason why Trumbull was to be so detested by his political opponents.




  Lebanon Merchant




  JONATHAN’S entrance into Trumbull and Son was dictated by the need of Joseph Trumbull, Sr., to have the help of his surviving son in operating the business. Either because of the great competence of the son or the father’s failing health, however, within four years, Jonathan Trumbull had completely taken over the conduct of the family firm.1




  The first phase of Jonathan Trumbull’s mercantile career, from the early 1730s to 1744, was one in which Trumbull could be categorized most accurately as an inland merchant, i.e., one who did not conduct any importing business from overseas but who relied upon coastal merchants for both the disposal of the goods he was producing and the purchase of manufactured goods from abroad.




  The backbone of Trumbull’s business—as it had been of his father’s—was the provisions trade in both livestock and packed meat. Trumbull’s usual outlets for barreled provisions were in Boston, Newport, Providence, Norwich, and New London.




  This meat trade provided the capital required to carry on the second phase of his mercantile operation—the distribution of goods and supplies in the area surrounding Lebanon. Purchasing “sundry” manufactured goods in Boston, Trumbull shipped them by water to Norwich where he frequently bought salt and sugar. He then transported the merchandise to retailers in many of the towns in which he purchased his cattle and hogs.




  The final aspect of Trumbull’s business activities was his retail trade within Lebanon itself. As the principal shopkeeper in a rural and isolated community, Trumbull had to carry an inventory that was broad enough to satisfy all retail demands. He dealt, therefore, in a bewildering variety of goods—pepper, lace, gloves, gunpowder, flints, molasses, rum, drugs, paper, cord, pails, needles, knives, indigo, log-wood, earthenware, raisins, thimbles, buckles, tea, buttons, combs, butter, spectacles, soap, brimstone, nails, and pewter dishes, to name but a few.




  Given Trumbull’s important economic standing, as well as the economic and social position his father had established, it is not surprising that the energetic Harvard graduate soon entered political life. In 1733, the young merchant had been elected as the town deputy to the Connecticut General Assembly.2 Although he failed of election in 1734 for reasons unknown, Trumbull regained his seat in the General Assembly in 1736.3 From that time, Trumbull was to be a constant, and increasingly significant, figure in Connecticut political life. His public distinctions in these early years also included local military and judicial appointments. In 1735 he was appointed to the rank of lieutenant in the Troop of Horse of Windham County and was made a lieutenant colonel in the Twelfth Connecticut Regiment in 1739.4 His judicial career began in 1738 with his appointment as justice of the peace and quorum for Windham County.5




  Trumbull’s rise in the 1730s reveals much, regarding both the nature of the society and the man. The recognition Trumbull received indicates the existence of vertical social mobility in early eighteenth-century Connecticut. Jonathan, representing the second generation of Trumbulls in Lebanon, was not only able to surpass the rank of his father, but, as indicated by his election to the General Assembly, to become perhaps the major figure in the community. Both father and son were able to capitalize on the area’s social fluidity because their conduct reflected the qualities honored by the community—wisdom, industry, courage, and, above all, that sense of piety which was rooted in the Congregational establishment.6




  On December 9, 1735, after a “brief courtship,”7 Jonathan Trumbull married Faith Robinson, the daughter of the Reverend John Robinson of Duxbury, Massachusetts, and a direct descendant of no less than John and Priscilla Alden. Faith Robinson Trumbull proved to be a woman whose quality was apparent to all,8 but Trumbull never escaped the charge that his marriage was based upon his desire to strengthen the family name. Trumbull had made a marriage that was socially advantageous, a consideration that was not lost upon those who later were to score Trumbull as a clever opportunist who had carefully charted his course toward social and political recognition. Trumbull’s Tory critic, Samuel Peters, commented:9 “His marriage with this lady . . . raised him from obscurity to a state of nobility; for all who have any blood in their veins of the first settlers . . . are considered in New England as of the rank of Noblesse. Mr. Jonathan’s matrimonial connections . . . [gave] him the prospect of preferment in civil life.”




  Reaping the rewards of his own ambition and the social fluidity of early eighteenth-century Lebanon, Trumbull in the 1740s was a man who appeared to have a rather comprehensive grasp of success. Yet, there were some clouds on the Trumbull horizon. There appeared an element in his business situation which would ultimately bring him to almost complete financial collapse. Trumbull’s ledgers showed in 1741 that he was owed over £5000 by his retail customers.10 Such a situation was not, on the surface, extraordinary, when one recognizes that eighteenth-century New England economic life revolved to a considerable extent around credit.11 Trumbull’s cattle trade in and around Lebanon was largely carried on without the use of cash. He would usually pay for his cattle purchases with goods bought from him throughout the year by the cattle sellers. Although the coastal importing merchants, especially in Boston, normally required cash payments for the goods Trumbull sought, in 1741, he owed such men over £3000. Business transactions on a credit basis, then, were not unusal. But what was unique about Trumbull’s financial condition in the early 1740s was that the debts that he owed to the importing merchants were fresh. These debts had to be paid quickly if Trumbull were to receive additional goods. Debts owed to him by his local customers, on the other hand, were long-standing, and were, for the most part, not collectable.12




  Trumbull, like most retailers in an area such as Lebanon, followed a liberal credit policy with respect to his customers. He often accepted payment in such items as livestock, tobacco, firewood, flaxseed, lime, feathers, cranberries, beeswax, grain, turnips, potatoes, malt, and furs. Nor was it unusual for him to permit his customers to discharge their financial obligations to him by such services as carting, farm labor, carpentry jobs, and mason work.13 In allowing his customers to build up debts of over £5000, however, Trumbull had exceeded liberality to the point of foolishness.




  What accounted for Trumbull’s granting of excessive credit? The ready explanation is that perhaps Trumbull, recognizing, as he undoubtedly did, the scarcity of specie in rural Lebanon, was simply a victim of compassion for his fellow townsmen. Such an explanation has perhaps a certain validity to it, but, unfortunately, evidence exists to bring Trumbull’s mercantile compassion into question.




  Settlers from Massachusetts Bay and Connecticut, including some from Lebanon, had gone to settle in Nova Scotia in 1760 and 1761 after the British had expelled the “Acadians” in 1755. For the most part, these migrants had a most difficult time. They found upon arriving that the soil required substantial work to fit it for cultivation. Too, they found that a number of homes had either been burned at the time of the expulsion of the French or had deteriorated into a dilapidated condition. A final blow to the expectations of the settlers was a severe drought which put many of them in a hopeless financial state. Trumbull was one of the Connecticut merchants who responded to the desperate need of these people for provisions. He did not, however, display much generosity, for he drove an extremely hard bargain by exacting mortgages on land in Connecticut and Nova Scotia in exchange for the provisions.




  A more likely explanation of his liberality regarding credit is the type of “image” which Trumbull sought to create of himself in the community. Ambitious, as we have seen, Trumbull adopted a life style that was characterized by lavish hospitality at his home on the Lebanon Green and by minute attention to the quality of his possessions.14 Such a man, obviously bent on projecting himself as the local “merchant prince,” perhaps found it difficult to establish his position among his “subjects” while at the same time dunning them for nonpayment.




  Such an explanation of Trumbull’s liberal credit policy takes on added validity when one notes the somewhat questionable status of merchants in eighteenth-century America. They were regarded, especially in rural, agrarian areas, as parasites who drained the community. Farmers saw merchants as a “set of sharpers, who are constantly on the watch for plunder and gain,” as men who proved by their consumption of rich wines and exotic spices that their appetites were “too delicate to relish the natural productions of their country.”15 Recognizing the existence of such attitude, and realizing that its application to him would obviously detract from the social and public recognition he had sought, it is not unlikely that Trumbull concluded that dunning his fellow townsmen would never do.




  No matter what the exact reason for Trumbull’s liberal credit policy, it is clear that by the early 1740s it had put him in an unfortunate predicament. His ledgers bulging with debts owed to him that in some cases went as far back as 1735, he faced the pressing demands for payment from the importing merchants with whom he dealt. Trumbull’s position, however, was strengthened by side ventures which brought him considerable income. The operation of his farm, flour mill, malt house, brewery, and fulling mill, although time-consuming, brought him additional funds which could be applied to his payments to the coastal merchants. Nevertheless, such additional income was not sufficient to get Trumbull even, particularly because he continued, despite all logic, to grant his retail customers excessive credit. In fact, by 1762, the money due him exceeded £10,000! Between the 1740s and 1760s, while his personally-destructive liberal credit policy continued, Trumbull sought desperately for a finanical panacea which would shore up his deteriorating condition. Although he went about his quest with his usual energy, it proved to be essentially fruitless.16




  During King George’s War (1744-1748), Trumbull and Hezekiah Huntington, a Norwich merchant, were given a contract in the summer of 1746 to supply the Connecticut men preparing for an invasion of Canada with “flintlocks, cutlasses, cartouchboxes, and belts.”17 By the late 1740s, Trumbull had formed a partnership with Elisha Williams of Wethersfield and Joseph Pitkin of Hartford to import manufactured goods from Britain. While the firm of Trumbull, Williams, and Pitkin was in existence until the death of Elisha Williams in 1755, Trumbull explored various routes to cure his financial ills. He, along with his partners, received over £6,000 worth of merchandise from Samuel Sparrow, a London merchant; opened up an account with another London merchant, Thomas Lane; entered the Nantucket whale-oil trade; exchanged provisions for British manufactured goods with Joshua Mauger of Halifax; and explored a plan to send masts to Britain for the Royal Navy.18 And finally, during the French and Indian War (1754-1763), Trumbull became involved in army provisioning. In 1756, he was one of the merchants who furnished provisions for the Connecticut expedition to Lake George. Also, in 1761, Trumbull and Hezekiah Huntington were charged by the General Assembly to provide the 2,300 Connecticut troops in the field with “refreshments and clothing.”19




  As the English-speaking world celebrated the Treaty of Paris of 1763, Trumbull could take pride in the fact that he was one of the major figures in “His Majesty’s Colony of Connecticut.” He had become the pivot around which the community of Lebanon revolved. Following the death of his father in 1755, Jonathan made Joseph Trumbull, Sr.’s residence the center of local social life. He had, more-over, become a major force in the area’s intellectual development. In 1738 he had been one of the organizers of an early American non-academic library, the Philogramatician Society of Lebanon.20 The birth of his children—Joseph (1737), Jonathan, Jr. (1740), Faith (1743), Mary (1745), David (1752), and John (1756)—led Trumbull to cooperate with his townsmen in the establishment of a grammar school in Lebanon in 1743. The school under Nathan Tisdale gave Trumbull’s children their early education and in time became, according to John Trumbull, “the best school in New England.”21




  Trumbull’s influence by the early 1760s transcended the confines, further, of his native Lebanon. At Harvard, where students were “placed” according to the status of their family, young Joseph Trumbull of the class of 1757 was ranked third, while his brother Jonathan, Jr. of the class of 1759 was ranked first. The elevated status that the Trumbull young men enjoyed at Harvard was a clear reflection of the father’s position as a major merchant, as the premier citizen of Lebanon, and as a principal figure in Connecticut government. By the early 1760s, Trumbull had become a fixture in the colony’s governing apparatus. He served in the General Assembly, except for one year, as either a deputy in the House of Representatives or as an assistant in the council throughout the 1740s and 1750s.22
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