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HST 401-01/521-02/521-8101 Seminar, Spring 2021: 

Massachusetts in Revolt, 1763-1775 
W 5:00-7:50  Prof. Len Travers   email: len.travers@umassd.edu. 

 
 The Revolution did not have to happen, and Massachusetts did not have to be its flashpoint. But 
it did, and it was. The question we should ask is: why?  

Americans tend to like their stories simple: Stamp Act, Boston Massacre, Tea Party, Lexington & 
Concord. In too many Americans’ minds, that’s the whole story of the Revolution’s advent. Throw in 
“taxes!” and “tyranny!” and you have it all, yes?  No.  

We begin with a premise: that happy people don’t revolt. So, was there something happening in 
the old Bay Colony that made its inhabitants so particularly anxious, and prone to agitation? And why 
did protest turn to resistance, and then to defiance, and finally to violent, open rebellion? 

 

Welcome to the seminar! 
Wherein we will be making use of a good many (1-2 page) primary documents, as well as journal 

articles and chapters from recent scholarly works (no books to buy!). I have selected these for their focus 
on the ways in which the Revolution affected the everyday people of Massachusetts. There will be a 
“local history” character to these which I hope will be of use to you teachers and future teachers. 

Owing to the “new normal” of our COVID world, this will be a readings-style seminar, rather 
than the traditional research-style seminar with its 20-page paper as capstone. Instead, at our weekly 
meetings (probably via Zoom) we will analyze and discuss the assigned readings and documents.  

You will of course still submit short papers as required, but you will not be expected to conduct 
much in the way of independent research (unless you wish to, of course). I regret this, but the restricted 
access to local libraries and archives (though there is still much material to be had online), the 
impracticality of frequent meetings with you for coaching, and the very sensible concerns for our health, 
make this alternative the wiser course. I hope you will agree. 
 

Nuts & Bolts: Stuff You Need to Know About the Course: 

 

Evaluation: 

Short (5-page) papers (4):           100 pts. 

Oral assignments:   20 pts each (# of these depends on # of students in course) 

Overall Participation:   50 pts 

                 X points total 

 I will take your accumulated points and divide that sum by X for your course grade.  

 

Short Papers: 

All short papers will be due by 6:00 p.m. the day before class meetings (i.e. Tuesdays). I want 

time to look these over & score them before we get together. Use the email address above to submit. Late 

assignments will lose 30% from their scores, and of course cannot be accepted past 5:00 p.m. on 

Wednesday.  

 

Oral Assignments:  

• Each of you will take a part in prompting class discussions, either by an oral precis of an assigned 

reading/document, or by providing a set of questions for discussion based on those readings. I will 

conduct those for the first week, but after that, starting Week 2, I will have you take some of the 

lead. The “trick” to this, naturally, is to read carefully, and to devise provocative questions or 
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statements that prompt the group to explore the author’s argument, data, method, style, agenda, 

and the implications/importance of the work (make sure you are clear on these first, of course). 

You can contact me beforehand for coaching if you feel lost. 

 

Overall Participation: 

• Finally, at the end of the course, I will award points for general participation in, and contribution 

to, class discussions, from 1 (human clam; offered little or nothing voluntarily) to 50 (brilliant 

raconteur; articulate & perceptive). Note that “articulate” is not the same as “verbose” or 

“overbearing.”  

 

Some Expectations: 

 Owing to the nature of the course, and your “veteran undergraduate”/graduate status, I have the 

right to expect certain things of you: 

1. That you complete all readings. We shall have little to talk about, otherwise! 

2. Speaking of which, I expect you to participate in class discussions at every meeting. You are being 

graded heavily on this. You don’t have to have something brilliant to say every time, but stay 

involved; ask questions, make observations, comments, etc. I will call upon you if I think you are 

being too quiet; a seminar demands your active involvement. 

3. That you have developed your writing skills to college-level proficiency. I want to read clear, 

concise English. I dock points for patterns of sloppiness with spelling, grammar, vocabulary, etc.   

 

Attendance, Other Cautions. 

• I expect students to attend all class meetings, unless health or family issues or other acts of God 

intervene. These do happen, of course, so I will allow one unexcused absence. More than one 

absence will lower your final grade 10% for each such absence.  If you do miss a class, you are 

still responsible for the material covered in class and for assignments due in the next class. 

• Class begins at 5:00 p.m.  Please arrive on time; it is inconvenient to all when you are late for 

meeting. If you have a work schedule that makes this problematic, please reconsider taking this 

course. 

• We will take a break during meetings. It is dinnertime, after all, and for some of you mortals, food 

is required. Please do not get up to leave the meeting before the break, unless is it necessary. 

• In consideration for your fellows, please turn off your cell phones and other electronic devices 

when class meetings begin and keep them off until the break, or until or meeting is over.   Do not 

send or receive text messages during class.  Thank you. 

• I don’t think it is necessary to bring this up with this group, but I am required: I expect all 

students to understand what constitutes “academic dishonesty” and plagiarism. See the 

University’s policies in both the undergraduate catalogue and Student Handbook. Violators may 

fail the course, and I will refer the matter to Student Judicial Affairs. 

https://www.umassd.edu/policies/active-policy-list/academic-affairs/academic-integrity-policy-

and-reporting-form/  
 
 

https://www.umassd.edu/policies/active-policy-list/academic-affairs/academic-integrity-policy-and-reporting-form/
https://www.umassd.edu/policies/active-policy-list/academic-affairs/academic-integrity-policy-and-reporting-form/
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Course Schedule & Assignments 
[Nota Bene: The professor reserves the right to amend the following, within bounds of common decency.] 

 

Week 1 - Jan. 20:  What’s Boston’s Problem?  
Readings:  

• Mary Nesnay, “The Stamp Act – A Brief History,” JAR (July 29, 2014) 

https://allthingsliberty.com/2014/07/the-stamp-act-a-brief-history/  

• Benjamin Carp, “Port in a Storm: The Boston Waterfront as Contested Space, 1747-1774,” in 

Carp, Rebels Rising: Cities and the American Revolution (Oxford University Press, 2009), 23-61.    

• Map: “A Plan of the Town of Boston” (1775) 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/36/Boston%2C_1775bsmall1.png 

 
Week 2 - Jan. 27: Fire, Pestilence, and the Great Unwashed. 
Readings:  

• William Pencak, “The Social Structure of Revolutionary Boston: Evidence from the Great Fire of 

1760,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 10/2 (Autumn 1979): 267-278. 

• Document: Smallpox journal of Thomas Prince, 1709/10 

• Document: Boston Smallpox statistics from 1721. 

• Document: Pope’s Day in Boston 

o (Note: Today (Jan 28) is the last add/drop day!) 
 
Week 3 - Feb. 3:  Hard Times. 
Readings:  

• Boston Town Meeting Records, vol. 14 of the Reports of the Record Commissioners of the City of 

Boston, 1742-1757 (1885), only pp. 279 (bottom)-281. Once only available in a few library 

reference rooms, this volume is now on Google Books: https://books.google.com/books?id=-

BlJAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA347&lpg=PA347&dq=boston+tradesmen+1757&source=bl&ots=oUAS

tVK4Ye&sig=o924fkRtpkqYdZcIWBgby4uZFws&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiEjpv4oMvYA

hWm44MKHSICBbAQ6AEINzAD#v=onepage&q=boston%20tradesmen%201757&f=false 

• John K. Alexander, “Poverty, Fear, and Continuity: An Analysis of the Poor in Late Eighteenth-

Century Philadelphia,” in The Peoples of Philadelphia: A History of Ethnic Groups and Lower-

Class Life, 1790-1940, edited by Allen F. Davis & Mark H. Haller (Philadelphia: Temple 

University Press, 1973): 13-35 [really only through p. 27]. 

• Document: Boston children bound out to Bridgewater masters, 1750-1759 

• Document: Boston statistics, 18th century 

o Short Paper Assignment #1: Due Tuesday, Feb. 16, 6:00 p.m. 

Boston had a thoroughly-earned reputation for volatility, but why? What were the 

persistent anxieties of this 18th-century urban seaport at the time of the shootings in King 

Street? 

Assume the role of a Crown fact-finding official in Boston sent there to explain 

why the so-called “Boston Massacre” took place. Your job is not to detail the unfortunate 

shooting itself. Rather, you must explain to a perplexed ministry some of the long-standing 

and more immediate factors that have made Boston a town on edge. You should also 

suggest, at the end of your report, how the presence of the troops in Boston may have made 

those fears & anxieties worse, resulting in the direction the towns peoples’ frustration took 

on the night of March 5th. You have been doing some digging in the social/economic 

history of the town that gives you a perspective they have not considered (cont.). 

https://allthingsliberty.com/2014/07/the-stamp-act-a-brief-history/
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/36/Boston%2C_1775bsmall1.png
https://books.google.com/books?id=-BlJAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA347&lpg=PA347&dq=boston+tradesmen+1757&source=bl&ots=oUAStVK4Ye&sig=o924fkRtpkqYdZcIWBgby4uZFws&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiEjpv4oMvYAhWm44MKHSICBbAQ6AEINzAD#v=onepage&q=boston%20tradesmen%201757&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=-BlJAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA347&lpg=PA347&dq=boston+tradesmen+1757&source=bl&ots=oUAStVK4Ye&sig=o924fkRtpkqYdZcIWBgby4uZFws&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiEjpv4oMvYAhWm44MKHSICBbAQ6AEINzAD#v=onepage&q=boston%20tradesmen%201757&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=-BlJAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA347&lpg=PA347&dq=boston+tradesmen+1757&source=bl&ots=oUAStVK4Ye&sig=o924fkRtpkqYdZcIWBgby4uZFws&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiEjpv4oMvYAhWm44MKHSICBbAQ6AEINzAD#v=onepage&q=boston%20tradesmen%201757&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=-BlJAQAAMAAJ&pg=PA347&lpg=PA347&dq=boston+tradesmen+1757&source=bl&ots=oUAStVK4Ye&sig=o924fkRtpkqYdZcIWBgby4uZFws&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiEjpv4oMvYAhWm44MKHSICBbAQ6AEINzAD#v=onepage&q=boston%20tradesmen%201757&f=false
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Do not exceed your remit; Their Lordships do not expect recommendations for 

remedy from you; that is their job (the fact that you are sure they will blow it anyway is 

beside the point). Be respectful – these guys can make or break your career. But they need 

to know the facts. Begin with “My Lords,”. 

[For the data you supply, use textual notes inside parentheses, e.g. “(Carp, p. 45.)” 

or “(Prince, Smallpox Journal) instead of formal footnotes.] 

 

Week 4 - Feb. 10:  An Alien Presence. 
Readings: 

• Minutes of the Boston Selectmen’s meetings from January 1769 to March 1770. These are 

contained in volume 23 of the Reports of the Record Commissioners of the City of Boston (1893), 

only pp. 1-57. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=MZJIAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA23&dq=report+of+the+record+co

mmissioners+1769&hl=en&sa=X&ei=himbVIjSHpb_sASJy4KICw&ved=0CB0Q6AEwAA#v=o

nepage&q=report%20of%20the%20record%20commissioners%201769&f=false  

• Len Travers, “Casualty of Revolution: The Sad Case of Betty Smith,” JAR, February 5, 2019 

https://allthingsliberty.com/2019/02/casualty-of-revolution-the-sad-case-of-betty-smith/   

• Document: “Journal of the Times” [excerpts], 1768-69. 

 
Week 5 - Feb. 17:  A Not-So-Idyllic Countryside. 
Readings: 

• Robert Gross, “A Well-Ordered Revolution,” in Gross, The Minutemen and their World (New 

York: Hill & Wang, 2001): 42-67. 

• Document: Fornication Cases before Plymouth County Court of General Sessions, 1755-1759. 

 
Week 6 - Feb. 24:  Breakdown of Authority. 
Readings: 

• Timothy Breen, “Revenge of the Countryside . . . in Breen, American Insurgents, American 

Patriots: The Revolution of the People” (New York: Hill & Wang, 2010): 76-98. 

• ____________, “The Power of Rumor: The Day the British Destroyed Boston, American 

Insurgents, 129-159. 

 
Week 7 - March 3:  At the Brink. 
Readings:  

• Mary Babson Fuhrer, “The Revolutionary Worlds of Lexington and Concord,” New England 

Quarterly 85/1 (2012), 78-118 [you can get this through UMD Library catalog]  https://www-

jstor-org.libproxy.umassd.edu/stable/23251365?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents  
• Sarah J. Purcell, “Spread this Martial Fire: The New England Patriot Clergy and Civil Military 

Inspiration,” Journal of Church and State 38/3 (1996): 621-638. 
o Short Paper Assignment #2: Due Tuesday, March 16, 6:00 p.m.:  

The intrepid government fact-finder (you) is back on the case, this time wandering (very 

carefully) among some of the towns ringing Boston in the wake of the so-called “Coercive 

Acts.” Their Lordships seem to think the trouble is coming almost exclusively from the 

volatile seaport, but your investigations suggest the danger goes far deeper than that. As you 

did before, give them your appraisal of the situation in the Massachusetts countryside; let them 

know that all is not well, and why. 

Let’s use footnotes this time for the data you supply, but employ a “short-title” form, e.g. 

[Breen, “Revenge of the Countryside,”82.] 

https://books.google.com/books?id=MZJIAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA23&dq=report+of+the+record+commissioners+1769&hl=en&sa=X&ei=himbVIjSHpb_sASJy4KICw&ved=0CB0Q6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=report%20of%20the%20record%20commissioners%201769&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=MZJIAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA23&dq=report+of+the+record+commissioners+1769&hl=en&sa=X&ei=himbVIjSHpb_sASJy4KICw&ved=0CB0Q6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=report%20of%20the%20record%20commissioners%201769&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=MZJIAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA23&dq=report+of+the+record+commissioners+1769&hl=en&sa=X&ei=himbVIjSHpb_sASJy4KICw&ved=0CB0Q6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=report%20of%20the%20record%20commissioners%201769&f=false
https://allthingsliberty.com/2019/02/casualty-of-revolution-the-sad-case-of-betty-smith/
https://www-jstor-org.libproxy.umassd.edu/stable/23251365?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www-jstor-org.libproxy.umassd.edu/stable/23251365?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
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Spring Break! 
 
Week 8 – March 17:  Ye Crappe Hits ye Fanne. 
Readings:  

• Ray Raphael, “Paul Revere’s Ride,” in Raphael, Founding Myths: Stories that Hide our Patriotic 

Past (The New Press, 2014), 11-26. 

• David H. Fischer, “The Battle,” and “Circle of Fire,” in Paul Revere’s Ride (Oxford, 1994): 
202-261. 

• Ray Raphael, “`The Shot Heard Round the World,’” in Raphael, Founding Myths: Stories that 

Hide our Patriotic Past (The New Press, 2014), 75-98. 

 
Week 9 – March 24:  The British POV. 
Readings: 

• Holger Hoock, “Britain’s Dilemma,” in Scars of Independence: America's Violent Birth (New 

York: Broadway Books, 2018): 55-82.  

• Document: Extracts of British Letters from Boston, 1775. 

• Document: Letter of Gen. Burgoyne describing battle of Breed’s Hill 

https://www.masshist.org/bh/burgoyne.html  

• Document: Article from London Chronicle, January 1776. 

• Kevin Phillips, “Fortress New England,” in 1775: A Good Year for Revolution (Viking Books, 

2012): 225-248. 

o Short Paper Assignment #3: Due Tuesday, March 30, 6:00 p.m. 

Flag-waving documentaries on the American Revolution love to create a David-vs.-Goliath 

theme: feisty Americans taking on “the mightiest military in the world” (Britain’s military was 

neither the largest, not the best-trained in the world, though they were certainly professional). 

But did the British really have such an advantage? The events of 1775 suggest otherwise. 

Discuss the dilemma in which the British army found itself as resistance in Massachusetts 

turned into a shooting war. 

[Footnotes, please, but employ a “short-title” form, as before] 

 
Week 10 – March 31:  Facing the Violence of the Revolution. 
Readings: 

• Holger Hoock, “Introduction,” in Scars of Independence: 3-20. 

• Alexander Cain, “The Loyalist Guides of Lexington and Concord,” JAR May 23, 2016, 

https://allthingsliberty.com/2016/05/the-loyalist-guides-of-lexington-and-concord/  

• Robert J. Cormier, “The Ordeal of Jolley Allen: A Tory Merchant of Boston,” The New England 

Journal of History 61/2 (Spring 2004-2005): 1-26. 

• HBO’s John Adams: Tar & Feathers scene: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kj7qtPhR9bg  

 
Week 11 – April 7:  Collateral Damage. 
Readings: 

• Katie Turner Getty, “Displaced: The Donation People of 1775,” JAR, October 5, 2017 

https://allthingsliberty.com/2017/10/displaced-donation-people-1775/ 

• Document: The Case of Faith Trumbull. 

• Document: Abigail to John Adams, October 1775. 

• Document: Trapped in Boston: Conditions in a Town under Siege, December 1775. 

https://www.masshist.org/bh/burgoyne.html
https://allthingsliberty.com/2016/05/the-loyalist-guides-of-lexington-and-concord/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kj7qtPhR9bg
https://allthingsliberty.com/2017/10/displaced-donation-people-1775/
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o  (Achtung! Friday, April 9 is the last day to withdraw from a spring class!) 
 
Week 12 - April 14:  The Loyalist Experience. 
Readings: 

• Document: Marshfield Loyalist Petition to Gen. Gage, Feb. 1775. 

• Document: The ordeal of Jesse Dunbar of Duxbury, in Justin Winsor, History of the Town of 

Duxbury, Massachusetts (Boston, 1849), p. 140 [get on Google Books]. 

• Document: Loyalist activity in Plymouth County, in Winsor, Ibid., 124, 127-129, 137-140. 

• Document: Freetown Loyalists disarmed. 

 
Week 13 - April 21:  Winners & Losers. 
Readings: 

• Benjamin Quarrels, “Uncertain Trumpet,” in The Negro in the American Revolution (Chapel Hill, 

NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1996): 3-18. 

• J. L. Bell, “Peter Salem? Salem Poor? Who Killed Major John Pitcairn?” JAR, June 18, 2018 

https://allthingsliberty.com/2018/06/peter-salem-salem-poor-who-killed-major-john-pitcairn/ 

• Stephanie Kermes, “`I wish for nothing more ardently upon earth, than to see my friends and 

country again’: The Return of Massachusetts Loyalists, Historical Journal of Massachusetts 

(Winter 2002): 30-49.  

o Short Paper Assignment #4: Due Tuesday, April 27, 6:00 p.m. 

The popular understanding of the Revolution is a fairly “antiseptic” one, but no revolution 

is ever free of pain, suffering, and injustice. Discuss the impact of the War for Independence 

(in only its first nine months!) on the people of Massachusetts. What were the limitations of 

“Liberty”?   

[Footnote, by all means, but employ a “short-title” form, as before] 

 
 Week 14 – April 28:  Screening the American Revolution. 
Screenings: 

• Your call: Johnny Tremain (1957), Sons of Liberty (2015), John Adams (2008), April Morning 

(1988), Liberty’s Kids (2002-2003) – or whatever you can find, as long as it has to do with the 

Revolution in Massachusetts.  Let’s discuss & compare a) historical accuracy; b) entertainment 

value, and c) to what extent they address the issues we’ve surveyed in this course.  
 

https://allthingsliberty.com/2018/06/peter-salem-salem-poor-who-killed-major-john-pitcairn/

