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The World of the Sedgwicks

n Berkshire County, in western Massachusetts, Pamela Dwight

and Theodore Sedgwick were married on a spring day in 1774.
Theodore — destined to become one of the Federalist Party’s leaders in
the United States Congress in the 17905 and later an influential judge on
Massachusetts’s highest court — was almost twenty-eight, and had been a
widower for three years. Pamela was not quite twenty-one, and was mar-
rying Theodore Sedgwick over the clearly stated objections of her wid-
owed mother.! The courtships, engagements, and marriages of the sons
and daughters of this marriage are the subject of this book.

Much of the story of these Sedgwick brothers and sisters takes place
in Boston and New York, where several of them spent most of their adult
lives. But for all the postrevolutionary Sedgwicks, home was Berkshire
County, between the high ridge of the Berkshire hills and the New York
border, and especially Stockbridge, the town their mother’s family helped
to establish. Their parents’ families had arrived in Berkshire at different
times, under extremely different circumstances.

Pamela Dwight Sedgwick’s grandfather, Ephraim Williams, was one of
four colonists granted land in the neighborhood of a new Indian school
and mission in the 1730s. The mission was sponsored by the London-
based Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in New England and
run by John Sergeant, a young Yale-educated minister. It was located at a
bend in the Housatonic River, about fifteen miles north of the village of
Sheffield, Massachusetts, which had been settled in the previous decade.
Some of the families who laid claim to this new settlement were linked
by ties of blood and marriage to the “river gods,” the wealthiest merchant
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and planter families of the Connecticut River valley towns in Hampshire
County, about forty miles to the east. None was better connected than
Ephraim Williams, who arrived in 1737, carrying his four youngest chil-
dren in panniers on horseback. When the new settlement was incorpo-
rated as the town of Stockbridge in 1739, its charter called for government
by selectmen, with the ninety or so Indian townspeople to choose two and
the four English families to choose one. Ephraim Williams became the
first English selectman.’

Abigail, then sixteen, was the oldest of the Williams children to arrive
in western Massachusetts. Two years later, she married Reverend John
Sergeant, bringing together in one household the missionary goals of
her husband and the political and economic agenda of her father. While
Sergeant lived, the mission and the town—that is, John Sergeant and
Ephraim Williams—did not come into conflict. In 1744, when the town
was separated into white and Indian sections, the Stockbridge Indians,
still a majority and the immemorial tenants of the area, got title to less
than a third of the land. Among the white settlers, Ephraim Williams was
the largest landowner. By 1753 he had 1,500 acres.’

By then John Sergeant was dead, succumbing to what was described as
a “nervous fever” in 1749, at age thirty-nine.* The search for a new mis-
sionary to replace Sergeant brought long-hidden conflicts to the surface
in the town. The conflicts were not theological. Most white townspeople
were orthodox Calvinists, as were nearly all the churches and ministers in
New England outside Rhode Island. Most controversies within the church
in colonial New England towns tended to be about access, membership,
power, and property, not about fine points of theology. The mission con-
troversy that followed Sergeant’s death concerned power and money.
Would the Williams family control and profit from the mission (as it had
done in the past) or would the new missionary retain greater autonomy?

Ephraim Williams hoped to control the decision. His daughter Abigail
was in full agreement with his goals. Everyone assumed that any young,
unmarried minister who accepted the post would also have the opportu-
nity to marry his predecessor’s widow, and Abigail, with three children
to care for, took an active part in the recruitment. But the Indians had
veto power over the calling of a new missionary. Williams’s opponents
among the original white families made sure that the Indians knew Wil-
liams was trying to arrange a deal that would give him complete control
of the town.*

The eventual choice of Jonathan Edwards as the new missionary
thwarted Williams's plans. Several Williams cousins and nephews had been
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part of the congregation that had recently forced Edwards to resign from
the pulpit at Northampton in a bitter dispute over standards for admis-
sion to church membership. In calling Edwards—a renowned scholar
and preacher who was almost fifty, already married, and demonstrably
willing to confront the powerful on spiritual grounds— the mission had
sent Williams and his daughter Abigail a strong message.®

Two years later, Abigail married the recently widowed General Joseph
Dwight, a prosperous merchant and landowner with eight children of his
own, most of them grown. General Dwight had been one of Edwards's last
defenders during the controversy in Northampton, but once he was allied
with the Williams family in the contest over control of the mission, he
turned against his old friend.” When Edwards left in 1758 to become presi-
dent of the new College of New Jersey in Princeton, Stephen West, a young
Yale graduate, succeeded him. West soon married Abigail's younger sister,
Elizabeth Williams. Abigail and Joseph Dwight moved a few miles south,
to the north parish of Sheffield, with their large blended family, including
the two young children of their own marriage, Pamela and Henry.

o
Theodore Sedgwick was born in West Hartford, Connecticut, in 1746, the
fourth child and third son of Benjamin and Anna Thompson Sedgwick.
His father had been a storekeeper, but two years after Theodore’s birth the
family moved to the newly settled farming community of Cornwall, in
Litchfield County, in the northwestern corner of the state. The land they
claimed in Cornwall had only recently belonged to the Mohawks, who
had mostly succumbed to white peoples diseases or been forced into the
wilds of western New York. Two more daughters were born in Cornwall.
The family was neither rich nor poor, succeeding perhaps a little more
than some of their neighbors. Then Benjamin Sedgwick dropped dead on
a February day in 1757 Ownership of the farm fell to his oldest son, John,
who was barely fifteen.

In 1761, Theodore, then fifteen, entered Yale College. Neither of his
brothers had been sent to college, a luxury beyond most families’ means.
The sacrifice was considerable for John, a young farmer trying to support
a mother and several young siblings in a country backwater where the tree
stumps were still visible in the newly cleared fields.

During Theodore’s collegiate years, Yale was plagued by frequent stu-
dent riots. In 1765, his senior year, the British Parliament passed the Stamp
Act. Students rioted in protests that were aimed not only at the hated new






