THE OTHER BATTLE OF RIDGEFIELD

A Recreation of Ridgefield’s Most Important Town Meeting

4/23/02 (rev. 3)

FIRST SELECTMAN FORRESTER:

The meeting will come to order. Reverend Ingersoll, will you kindly ask the Lord’s blessing.

REV. INGERSOLL, LOYALIST:

Almighty God, as we gather here this evening to act on the great questions that confront us, we ask thy guidance. Give us the wisdom to act that order may replace strife and respect for duly constituted authority may replace licentiousness. Let us stand as a united people, unafraid, with righteousness as our shield and virtue as our buckler. We ask it in the name of thy only begotten son. Amen.

FIRST SELECTMAN FORRESTER:

The first order of business is to elect a moderator. Are there any nominations?

BENJAMIN STEBBINS, Town St, prosperous tanner, LOYALIST:

I nominate Nathan Olmstead. (Several seconds)

FORRESTER:

Nomination made and seconded. Any more nominations?

GEORGE FOLLIOT, Town St. Loyalist:

Move the nominations be closed.

(Seconds from crowd)

FIRST SELECTMAN FORRESTER:

Motion made and seconded nominations be closed. All In favor say “Aye.”

(Loud “Ayes”)

FIRST SELECTMAN FORESTER:
Nathan Olmstead is elected Moderator. (FORESTER steps down and goes to desk. Olmstead comes to the podium)

NATHAN OLMSTEAD, Moderator:

We’ve got some serious business to attend to today.  Hope you’ll all keep your shirts on so I don’t have to ask help from the constable.  At a town meeting in January, we took up the request of Congress for a boycott on all commerce with England until the King and Parliament redresses the grievances of the Colonies. Now to make the boycott work, the resolves called for a committee from each town to see that the people in the town are living up to the boycott.  As you remember, we voted not to support the boycott.  Instead, we voted to acknowledge the right of our King, George the Third, and Parliament to govern these colonies.  You’d think that’d settle it, but enough signatures have been gathered to order this meeting today to take it up yet again. Do we have a motion?

TIMOTHY BENEDICT, Ridgebury, Militia Captain, PATRIOT:

(reading) I move that this meeting does, upon reconsideration, disannul the resolves entered into and passed on the 30th of January, 1775 and adopt and approve of the Continental Congress and the measures directed to in their association for securing and defending the rights and liberties of the united American colonies. (hands to Olmstead)

SOMEONE:

I second it.

OLMSTEAD:

Any discussion?

PHILIP BURR BRADLEY, Town St., militia officer, PATRIOT:

As I understand it, with this vote, we would reverse our vote of January 30th, which resolved in part (reading) that we “acknowledge his most Sacred Majesty King Goerge the third to be our rightful sovereign . . . and that we publickly disapprove of and protest against said Continental Congress and the measures by them directed.”  So with this resolution we would disapprove our disapproval and agree to support the boycott of British goods. 

OLMSTEAD:

That’s correct.

STEBBINS:

Mr. Moderator, I’d like to ask if we vote for the resolutions and the committee, how much is it going to cost us?

OLMSTEAD:

We should let the selectman answer that. Mr. Forrester, can you give us a figure?

SELECTMAN FORRESTER:

It doesn’t cost anything to adopt the resolves.

STEBBINS:

It doesn’t money to adopt the resolves, but if you adopt them, then you’ve got to elect a committee.  If the town elects the committee in legal meeting then they’ve got to support the committee. Now, how much will it cost to support the committee in a town way?

SELECTMAN ABOT:

I don’t know—I suppose the committee’d have some expense, but there’s no firm figure.  I’d say maybe two pounds at the outside.

STEBBINS:

Two pounds. That’s a lot of money. Taxes are high enough as they are right now. Seems like every time there is town meeting we come away with more taxes. Tell you the truth, I’m not too tickled with the idea of a committee in the first place and two pounds tax money doesn’t make me feel kinder toward the idea. Two pounds on a grand list of seventeen thousand pounds, that’d raise taxes by about half a shilling. Pretty steep, I’d say.

EZEKIEL WILSON, Town Street, French &Indian veteran LOYALIST:

I guess I’m as much concerned about taxes as the next man, but I guess I’m more concerned with how all this Congress and committees and such fixes how we get along with the King. I guess, as a man and as a boy, I’ve been in the King’s service one way or the other for about forty years. I was with Peperell when we took Louisburg back in forty-four. Oh, that was a sight to see. All of those flags  flying and cannon bellowing.  They said she couldn’t be taken, but we took her. Yes sir, said she couldn’t be taken but she was.  What I’m getting at is that, while there are things the King’s done that I’m not so particular about, like giving Louisburg back to the French after we took it, still it was a proud thing to march under the King’s flag knowing you were part of something big and strong. I was a King’s man then, Mr. Moderator, and I guess I’m a King’s man still.  Canada is English now. The French aren’t coming down the river or the lakes with their murdering red devils any more. And a little tax on tea is no price at all to pay for that. No, Mr. Moderator, I don’t think that we should go against the King.

EPENETUS HOWE, Titicus River, prosperous hatter LOYALIST:

Mr. Moderator, I guess most of us here followed the drum for the King one way or the other. It doesn’t mean anything to some, and there are others who feel like Mr. Wilson here. But I think we have to look at things as they are now, not as they were during King George’s War nor during the French and Indian War. It seems to me that the trouble came about when they dumped the tea. The tea was property. Now you wouldn’t take it kindly if somebody was to come storming into your dooryard and dump your corn into Mamanasco, and pour your milk down the brook, and turn your hogs loose in the woods. No sir, you wouldn’t take kindly to it. You’d go to the authorities and ask for protection. Now that’s what the King is doing in Boston.  He’s protecting property, and by doing that he’s protecting property everywhere, including property in Ridgefield. I say we’ve got to help the King, not hinder him.

HEZEKIAH SMITH, West Mountain, farmer, LOYALIST:

Mr. Moderator, it seems to me that if we vote for the resolves and the committee we’re going to get in a lot trouble.  The last thing I can use right now is trouble. My off ox lost a shoe and couldn’t draw two stone if you were to take a pitchfork to him. My good brindle cow got snake bit and lost a quarter.  That early frost destroyed a lot of my pumpkins.  And that’s not to mention taxes which are too high anyway.  No, Mr. Moderator, last thing I want is more trouble and any more taxes. I think the way to stay out of trouble is to hold with the King. That’s why we voted against the resolve before, and why we should vote against it again.

HUGH CAIN, East of Great Swamp, fulling mill owner, PATRIOT:

Mr. Moderator, this has been strange talk from people who say almighty God is their only Master. First we hear from a fence sitter, then we hear .from a tightwad, then from an old soldier who never got over hearing the drums roll, then from a scaredy cat.  Don’t you people have eyes and ears?  Who shut up Boston, so they’re about to starve?  Who give Canada back to the Pope? Who closed down the assembly and the town meetings in Massachusetts? Who sent in nine regiments of red coats and quartered them in people’s houses? It was the King that did it, the King and Parliament. All the talk about taxes and drums and property and three pumpkins isn’t going to change that one stinking bit.  If you want to stay free, you got to act free. Vote for the Congress, vote for Congress and for Liberty. 

(From the floor applause and “no, ‘tain’t so, ‘tain’t so.” People on their feet, etc., shouting, “Mr. Moderator, Mr. Moderator”)

ESTHER BARLOW, Town St. Selectwoman, LOYALIST

I, too am for liberty.  But am also for the law.  I am not a lawyer, nor ever could I be one.  But I know that it is not lawful to threaten the king, and that’s what a boycott is.  It’s a threat, and it’s one we dare not make.

MR BURNS, Scottish immigrant PATRIOT:

Mr. Moderator, you ken I been from Scotland but a wee time and some o’ you would hae me a stranger yet. Aye. so be it. But I hae some things to say you dinna ken. I hae in Ridgefield, like monny a mon, lond o’ my own. you dinna ken what it means to hae lond ‘til you ham it. In Scotland, bonnie land though she be, yell no hae lond o’ yer own for tis all held by the Lairds. Aye, ‘tis all held by the Lairds. Ye’ll rent lond and yer a crofter and the Lairdll pipe you wit yer claymore to ‘his banner when there be fighting a foot n tax you when there beandt. Ye’ll nae sit in meeting like a’ this. Ye’ll touch yer forelock and keep clear o’ the sommit streams for the very fish belong to the Laird. ‘I is not so in Ridgefield. you be free men walking yer am lond and no Laird, no Duke, no Count to say you nay. you be free men with yer am lond. Keep it that way, Laddies. Pray God you keep it that way.

BENJAMIN HOYT, Town St, carrying trade LOYALIST:

Now Mr. Burns, you’re a newcomer to Ridgefield, and you probably aren’t very well acquainted yet, but you’re not suggesting that being loyal to the King and wanting law and order is going to bring us Lords and Dukes, are you?

BURNS:

Misterrrr Hoyt, they always be them as would be Lairds. you kin gi’ e them no quarter an’ you would stay free. you kin gi’ e them no quarter.

HOYT:

You know friends, I find this a strange thing, all this talk a’ freedom and liberty. What freedom are you losing? What liberties are threatened? A thrupence tax on tea the King would ask of you for driving the French out of Canada. That’s all, a thrupence tax on tea.  And one town in one colony of all the Colonies defies the King and dumps the tea in Boston Harbor. Then when the punishment they deserve is given to them, they scream, Liberty, Liberty, Liberty. Nonsense!  There is no liberty being stolen from anybody. There is only the lawful sovereign  of these Colonies enforcing the law that protects us all. If you really want your liberty, then you’ll stand by the King that protects them for you. There are no Lords or Dukes waiting to rule you. There is only the King standing for the law and order that protects your freedom. 

PHILIP BURR BRADLEY, Town St, Militia officer, PATRIOT:

Mr. Moderator, I did not take kindly to Mr. Cain’s remarks about fence sitters which, in his order of priorities obviously referred to me. But I must confess that my opening remarks could be interpreted that way.  Allow me then to make my position clear. With due respect to Mrs. Barlow, it is I who stands for the law.  As you know, I’ve had the honor of representing the people of Ridgefield in the Colonial assembly at Hartford since sixty-nine. I voted for the Congress and I voted for the delegates from Connecticut to attend the Congress. I did so for one reason, and one reason only. That was because I believed that the King and the Parliament was violating the law. Now you are all familiar with the charters on which the governments of these Colonies is based. That, my friends, is the fundamental law.  And when the King levies a tax or Parliament levies a tax without our consent, they are violating that law, and when that fundamental law is violated, no other laws, no other rights are safe. It’s like the kingpin in a wagon tongue. You pull the kingpin and the team goes one way and the wagon goes another and nobody knows where it’ll all end. That is where I stand, Mr. Moderator, I stand for the law that neither King nor Parliament can violate. It does not matter that the tea tax was a mere thrupence a pound. What does matter is that it was laid without our consent.  And that is contrary to legal precedents that have stood for a century and a half.  We have to put the pin back in place, my friends. That is the issue facing us today.

EBENEZER JONES, East of Great Swamp, Farmer PATRIOT:

I agree with Mr. Bradley.  And I say taxes are taxes, whether the town lays them or the King lays them.  If I’m going to get taxed I’d just as soon have some say in it.  Still, I don’t like the idea of a committee poking around to see if I’ve been keeping the boycott . . . Unless, of course, I’m on the committee.

(Laughter)

LEMUEL MOREHOUSE, High Ridge, farmer, LOYALIST

What I want to know is, how on Earth are we going to succeed in a boycott.  We can boycott England as much as we can boycott air!  The fabrics we’re wearing.  The window glass we look through.  The combs for our hair.  Everything comes to us over the ocean.  Why?  Because we can’t make it half as cheap or half as good as they can with their factories.  We’re a drop in the bucket to them.  The only one who’d suffer from a boycott is us!

ELIZABETH KEELER, Town Street, school teacher, PATRIOT

Lem, I know you can read because I taught you.  But I guess it’s too much trouble for you to read the Gazette.  Because then you’d know it’s not that England makes it better or cheaper.  It’s that they make it impossible!  The Navigation Acts force us to sell them our raw materials, which they turn into goods that they charge us pirate’s prices for.  To them we’re both quarrymen and quarry.

BENJAMIN BURT, Town St, blacksmith LOYALIST:

Mr. Moderator, I’ve been sitting here listening to all this talk, some of it sound and some of it weak as skim milk—and some of it pure schoolmarm prattle! Hugh Cain here says “can’t we see, can’t we hear.”  Well, what I’ve seen and what I hear is a mob in Boston tearing up the Governor’s house and dumping tea in the water. I’ve seen an illegal Congress passing illegal laws and asking us to be a party to the fact. I see powder and ball being gathered in Danbury and I see night riders posting the roads over Fairfield County.  And I ask where is the law Mr. Bradley talks of?  Where is the law? I tell you where it is. In the mob, that’s where it is. We’re drifting on the rocks and nobody’s at the helm. We need a firm hand on the reins before we all go in the ditch. 

TIMTOTHY KEELER, Town St., Tavern Keeper PATRIOT:

There has been a lot of noise here and not much meat. So maybe we ought to get down to the nub of the thing.  The Congress says to the King, “King you’ve done wrong to us. Now you fix up those wrongs you’ve done and everything will be fine. But just to be sure you do what we want you to, we’re going to stop all trade with you until you do.” Now where does that leave the King? He has two choices.  He can say “Congress, you’re right, we’ve done you wrong and we’re sorry we did it and we won’t do it any more.” Or the King can say “Congress, you can go straight to hell.” Now where does this place the Congress and you and me? If the King does the first thing and swallows crow, then maybe things will settle down like they did after the Stamp Tax was repealed. But suppose he doesn’t? What then? Then he enforces the law as he says it is, and when the King enforces the law, they enforce it with soldiers. So the real question is this:  Are you ready to take the chance that the King’ll eat crow, and, if he doesn’t, are you ready to go to war?  Yes, are you ready to go to war? Don’t make any mistake about that, because if the King doesn’t eat crow and we don’t eat crow, there’s nothing left but to fight. You either got to shoot or give up the gun because the air’s full of pigeons. So what we really have to decide is whether we are willing to take the risk of war, for when you try all the fat out of it, that’s what she comes down to, peace or war. That, Mr. Moderator, is a fair piece of meat to chew on.

GEORGE FOLLIOT, Town St, Merchant, LOYALIST:

Well, I’ve got meat for you too.   Chew on this and see how you like it:  This here committee’s supposed to see if people are living up to the boycott. Now having your neighbors come snooping around to see if you’ve got a little tea stowed away or sold a bushel of wheat or two or maybe a little salt beef is bad enough and I like it as much as I’d like to step on a copperhead snake. But that’s not all. The association rules, and it says so right here in the New York Gazette.  The rules say the Committee is to see to it you behave yourself. Now I’m not one for horse racing and fighting game cocks and things like that, but when people start telling you what you can do and what you can’t do, there’s no telling where it’ll end. You have a glass o’ wine, they can post you. (Reaction) Maybe you don’t go to church, they can post you, too. (Reaction) Take a dram of Landlord Keeler’s rum and you can get posted if there is a mind to do it.   That’s not freedom. That’s tyranny, tyranny of the worst kind. (Shouting) That’s tyranny by snooping and gossiping and minding business that’s not your own.  I don’t want any part of it—and neither do you.

STEPHEN NORRIS, Titicus, Merchant, PATRIOT

I think we need to take off the blinders and look at what’s happening.  I’m just back from Massachusetts, from Salem.  You know all about the Intolerable Acts, with the British taking all power away from the local government.  They closed the port of Boston.  Well Salem kept theirs open and the British have been pretty irked about it.  Just two months ago, General Gage sent some soldiers to destroy some arms the locals had got up.  The local militia stood their ground and the British backed down.  But everyone there knows they’re not going to back down again.  The British are tightening the screws day by day, and the locals are getting sorer and sorer.  Sometime soon—could be any day now—there’ll be a flash of powder and bodies floating in the river and there won’t be any going back.

MATTHEW SEAMUR, farmer, Rigebury

When my great grandfather, Matthew Seamur, helped lay out this town in 1708, it was nothing but briars and oaks and Indians.  They cleared the land with their hands.  He gave a lot to my granfather Benjamin Seamur, up in Ridgebury, about 1720, and they worked their hands to the bone clearing rock and building fences.  My dad, Timothy Seamur, built our house about 1740, him and my cousin Lem, the carpenter.  And I’ve been working that land for almost fifteen years myself.  In all that time, I don’t recall the king helping me plant one onion.  No soldier ever helped me split one rail.  Nope, and I figure if they show up, here they’re strangers.  And I for one will welcome them with a musket ball.  We found this land, we cleared this land, we work this land—it’s ours.  Enough said.

NATHAN OLMSTEAD Jr., son of Moderator, age 17

Mr. Moderator.  Father.  I’m appreciative of you letting me speak.  This is the first time I ever addressed you all like this, but most of you know me pretty well.  Mr. Howe, I helped you rebuild your fence after your milk cow got out.  Remember?  Mr. Folliot, when the blizzard caved your shop roof in, it was me up there in the middle of the storm patching it.  Mr. Sherwood, remember how I helped out at the mill when your son Timothy . . . passed.  Now I never took tuppence from any of you and I never will.  Why?  Because I think of you as my family.  Ridgefield is my home and you are my family.  And you help your family when they’re in need and in danger, and you don’t ever ask anything in return.  And to me, that’s what it is now.  I don’t see any difference between a storm stoving in your roof and soldiers stoving in your door. Miss Keeler, when you were schooling me, you made us write over and over, Do not do unto others as you would not have them do unto you.  But it’s simpler than that.  We have to help others as we would want them to help us.  There’s a storm coming in, a terrible, powerful storm, and our American family needs us to help shore up the walls and the gates.  I’m 17 , I’m a man, and I’m going to answer that call.  It’s a matter of honor.  I’m ready to fight, and no matter what you all decide here today, my musket is oiled and I’m going to fight.

NATHAN OLMSTEAD

Where you’re going is home, son, and I won’t hear another word about it.  And my musket will shoot nothing bigger than rabbit, thank you very much.

PATIENCE WOOSTER, young woman, 

Honor indeed!  Honestly, Nate—to listen to you and the other boys in this town talk of war as though it were sport curdles my stomach like sour milk.  There is no honor in war.  There’s blood and death.  Here is a letter from Captain David Baldwin, under whom my father served in the French and Indian War, dated August 10, 1758, and addressed to my mother.  “Dear Mrs. Wooster.  It is with great sadness that I write of the death of your husband, Peter Wooster.  Yet you need know of the bravery and honor with which he served his King and departed this earth.  During a skirmish of August 8th near Fort Anne, he was in the front with Major Putnam.  The enemy fired upon him, 8 bullets lodged in him, 3 of which were taken out; he had also three wounds by a tomahawk. He was sensible all the while the enemy were scalping him, and finding him wounded in so many places he could not run, and the enemy close upon him, he fell on his face and feigned himself dead, and no doubt but the enemy thought he actually was; however they gave him two blows on his head, but not so hard as to deprive him of his senses, and then scalped him, during all which time he made not the least resistance.  He survived three days, during which time he briefly gained his senses and spoke of you and Patience.  This morning, the Lord took him.”  I never knew my father.  I know more of his death than of his life.  And you dare talk of honor . . .

REV. INGERSOLL, LOYALIST:

Mr. Moderator. I would like to refer to Mr. Hawley’s statement that in the Stamp Tax and the Tea Tax, Parliament has violated the right of the Colonies to tax themselves. I would ask where is that right stated. Contrary to what Mr. Bradley maintains, it is not in the Charters. It is not in the regulations, from the Board of Colonial affairs. It is not in the Acts of Parliament or the directives of the ministers. In none of those documents will you find one word that restricts the right of Parliament to legislate in any manner it deems proper for any part or parcel of the empire. But let us go beyond legalisms. Let us ask how have these Colonies fared under the rule of King and Parliament? The most recent figures from the Board of Trade show that over the last ten years, the Colonies have enjoyed the greatest period of prosperity in their history. Trade has flourished as never before. Fortunes have been made. All of us have prospered. Now what is the reason for this growth? Fundamentally, it is an expression of God’s grace. But let’s not be blind to the central fact that it is through their guardianship that we have enjoyed the Lord’s blessing of peace, harmony and prosperity.  Now, what does the Congress offer? You have seen the offering In Boston. You have seen it in Farmington and Danbury and Redding. You have seen It In the mobs that have set upon lawfully appointed agents of the King. You have seen it in illegal troops raised by Ichabod Lewis threatening violence upon the heads of any who dare to remain loyal. That is anarchy, my friends.

MEHITABEL HAWLEY, Town St., Cabinet Maker’s Wife, Patriot

Mr. Moderator.

OLMSTEAD:

Order, Mrs. Hawley, Revrend Ingersoll has the floor.

HAWLEY:

My husband is a deacon in this church, and if he can’t silence me at home, you can’t silence me here.  I have letters from my brothers in Boston.  They’re not a mob.  They want peace and prosperity, too.  They just want to go about their business.  But what can they do when the King’s soldiers are shooting at them and killing them?  They’ve got no choice but to fight back in self defense.  I’m with your young Nate Olmstead.  They’re my brothers—our brothers—and we’ve got to help them.

OLMSTEAD:

Silence, Mrs. Hawley, or the constable will remove you!

HAWLEY:

I said my peace.

INGERSOLL:

Self-defense,  you call it, Mrs. Hawley.  On the contrary it is anarchy and it is the high road to chaos and damnation. Indeed, one suspects it is the hand of the almighty visiting the plague of civil conflict upon us as punishment for our transgressions. No, good friends, let us not be misled by the siren song of anarchy disguised as Liberty. Let us rebuff this perfideous assault upon the people of this town. Let us declare boldly and unequivocally our devotion to righteousness. Let us speak so that. all the world may hear Ridgefield stands for the King. Ridgefield stands for the King.

(Applause, clapping.)

ABRAHAM NASH, Flat Rock, farmer, PATRIOT:

Mr. Moderator. I don’t know that what I have to say’ll cut much ice. Especially after Reverend Ingersoll has spoken so eloquently. Well I guess It doesn’t matter. Some folks In Ridgefield think my farming isn’t too good, so my thinking probably isn’t any good either. Well, so be it. Fact of the matter is, I’m not farming half so good as I know how. (Laughter) But there is a reason. See I calculate there’s other things in life besides plowing, haying and laying up wood. Oh you have to do them, all right, but if you let them become all there is, then you don’t have time to see the blood root and the cow slips spreading their white and gold in the Spring.  You don’t hear the partridge drumming in the woods and you don’t see the wonder of all the rainbows in heaven scattered over these tumbling hills come Fall. Now a hog doesn’t see them. Neither does an ox or a stag or a sheep. As long as you feed them and give them shelter they’ll do your bidding. But hogs and steers aren’t people. People are different. People want more than a full belly and place by the chimney. People want to be free and know their own mind. And more than that, people need to be free, if they’re to be more than pigs rooting for acorns. Now freedom doesn’t come easy. Mr. Keeler says we have a choice between war and peace. Maybe so. won’t be the first time. Our grandparents had to choose in 1640 when the Stuarts were on the throne. Then they had to choose again In 1688, and each time they answered by choosing freedom, even though they had hard times because of the choice they made. Yes, I guess there are hard times ahead. Freedom is a hard bought thing. But the choice isn’t between peace and war. The choice is between freedom or slavery. That’s the real choice. Freedom or slavery for us and for our posterity. And the Lord willing, it’ll be freedom, freedom now, now and for ever more. 

(SILAS HULL jumps up without being recognized)

SILAS HULL, LIMESTONE (paint-maker, farmer) PATRIOT:

Yes, Mr. Nash. It’s freedom or slavery, freedom or slavery.  For they always be Lords  seeking your blood and your sweat and your land.  You can give them no quarter.

Olmstead:

(Pounds with gavel to bring order to the meeting which is in tumult. Men shouting for the Moderator. No, no, by gawd no ‘t ain’t so. Freedom. Liberty. Long live the King.)

Order, you’re out o’ order, Mr. Hull.   Anymore of that kind of acting and I’ll have the constable remove you from the meeting.

CAIN:

Send him to Boston and tell him to remove the red coats.

OLMSTEAD:

Order. No more of that. Now the chair recognizes Mr. Sherwood.

DANIEL SHERWOOD, Mamanasco Lake, Miller LOYALIST:

Mr. Moderator, I never in all my living days heard such nonsense. Why, that is crazy—just plain crazy. What has bloodroot ‘n partridges and rainbows got to do with the question? They have nothing to do with it.  The whole business is as simple as a horn book. You’re for the king or against him. You’re for the King and for the protection of your property and your liberty . . . or you’re for an illegal Congress that would risk everything you have to pull out the chestnuts that some crazy fools in Boston threw into the fire. By God, Mr. Moderator, let them tend to their own business in Boston. Ridgefield will stand for the King—and the Congress be damned.

ABRAHAM ROCKWELL, Ridgebury, tavern keeper, PATRIOT:

I’m not against the king, even though he is giving those Boston folks a pretty strong dose of medicine.  But I hear that Redding’s going for a committee and so is Danbury and so is Norwalk.  Now there are some hellions in Norwalk that as soon burn down your barn as talk to you, and they’re just a two or three hour ride.  We can’t just act like Ridgefield has a wall around it.

JAMES BENEDICT, East Ridge, cobbler, LOYALIST:

I got family in Norwalk, and they’re peaceful types.  We can keep the peace with our brothers in Norwalk and with our brothers across the ocean.  It’s not war we need.  It’s diplomacy and peace.

TIMOTHY BENEDICT RIDGEBURY, Militia Captain, PATRIOT:

In Virginia there is a delegate named Patrick Henry.  He put the way I feel a lot better than I ever could.  He wrote (reading form newspaper): “Gentlemen may cry, Peace, Peace–but there is no peace. The war is actually begun! The next gale that sweeps from the north will bring to our ears the clash of resounding arms! Our brethren are already in the field! Why stand we here idle? What is it that gentlemen wish? What would they have? Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death! 

(GREAT STIR)

ICHABOD DOOLITTLE, Ridgebury, Innkeeper, Selectman, PATRIOT

I’ve been a selectmen for 14 years.  Fourteen years sitting here talking about building lots and grazing rights and repairing the muddy wagon ruts on Town Street.  Matters of such great consequence, you could fall asleep while debating the issue and no one would know.  What we have here tonight is different.  There is a lot of passion here and I’ve been listening carefully.  The reverend warns about a mob of anarchists.  Timothy here declares “Give me liberty or give me death.”  Now, I read a lot of history. And I know that powerful passion is behind the very best things man has ever done—and the very worst, most horrible things man has done.  Tonight we’re not reading history, we’re making it.   One hundred, two hundred years from now there will be a Ridgefield.  And though we will never know its inhabitants, they will know us.  They will know us in large measure by what we decide here tonight.  Whether our children’s children’s great-grandchildren are loyal subjects of the crown or citizens of an independent state . . . that is what we are choosing here tonight.  Me, I hold for the latter.  The greatest of all states—Athens, with it’s soaring Acropolis—was built on the belief that men have the intelligence to govern themselves.  This is my belief.  What is yours?  There is no question that this moment is momentous.  Do not be swayed by personality or inflamed by passionate rhetoric, however sincere.  Tonight we are not simply citizens at a debate.  We are our descendants’ ancestors, writing history as it will be known. Our path should be lit not by the blaze of passion, but by the illumination of responsibility and reason.  God grand us the wisdom to do the right thing.  That’s all I have to say.

HOYT:

Mr. Moderator, I think everything’s been said that needs to be said. We’re just shouting now. I think it’s time to vote. I move the question.

OLMSTEAD:

We have time for one or two more comments from the people assembled here

[COMMENTS FROM NONPARTICIPANTS, IF TIME ALLOWS]

OLMSTEAD:

Okay.  Here’s the resolution:

This meeting does, upon reconsideration, disannul the resolves entered into and passed on the 30th of January, 1775 and adopt and approve of the Continental Congress and the measures directed to in their association for securing and defending the rights and liberties of the united American colonies.  Voting “Aye” means you vote for the Congress and against the King.  Voting ”no” means you stand for the King and against the Congress.   “Aye” for the Congress, “No” for the King.   All right then.  All those in favor of the motion say “Aye”.  All those opposed to the motion say “No”. 

[Call vote]
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