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words

Eben squatted down under one of the open windows...
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words his mother had said came back to him now:  “I think 
they hang spies.”  Eben pictured himself with his hands tied 
behind his back and someone placing a rope around his neck.  
His stomach began to feel queasy.

Eben’s legs were starting to shake from crouching so long.  
He decided he could hear just as well sitting on the ground.  
He felt very hot.  His sweat made his shirt stick to his chest 
and back.  Lord, he thought, it’s hot down here out of the breeze.

At fi rst, Eben could not make out what they were saying 
inside, only a phrase now and then.  The birds chirping in 
the trees, and his own breathing and heartbeat, combined to 
make it diffi cult to hear.  Eben closed his eyes and blocked out 
all sounds but the voices.

“I say, it’s about time we broke out of this town and taught 
those Yankees a lesson.  Eh, John?”

“Yes, I dare say you’re right, Basil.”  Eben knew that was 
Major John Pitcairn’s voice.  “My men have been asking for 
the chance ever since that nasty Concord business in April.”

“It’s been bloody humiliating, I must say,” the one that 
Pitcairn had called Basil said.  “Stuck here in this God-
forsaken stinkhole of a town, shut up by a rabble of peasants 
and shopkeepers.  E gad!”

“By George!  We’ll give it to them.”  This was a third voice.  
“They won’t be able to hide behind trees and stone fences this 
time.  We’ll take along plenty of artillery to force them out in 
the open.  Then we’ll see if they can fi ght like Englishmen.  
We’ll strike at their main camp in Cambridge.  Those we don’t 
kill will run away back to their farms.  We’ll end this silly 
rebellion once and for all!”

“Hear, hear!”
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“Hear, hear!”
“Yes.  Gentlemen, I believe a toast is in order.”  Eben 

heard a chair scraping on the wood fl oor.  That must be Major 
Pitcairn standing up.  Eben heard someone walk a few steps 
before stopping.  Next, he heard a faint bubbling sound, a few 
more steps, and again the bubbling sound.  The steps were 
light.  Eben guessed it was Will Pitcairn, the major’s son and 
servant.  Will must be going around the table refi lling their glasses 
with wine.

“To the eighteenth, and victory!” Major Pitcairn declared.
“Victory!” his guests all responded together.
Drops of sweat, pouring down Eben’s scalp and forehead, 

stung his eyes.  He wiped his eyes, thinking about what he 
just heard.  The eighteenth.  The British must be planning to attack 
our Patriot camp on June 18.  Let’s see … what day is today? – June, 
June 16.  Ohhh …

Eben’s heart was racing faster than ever now, and he 
suddenly felt a strong urge to visit the outhouse.  Errh!  
Not now!  He wanted badly to stay here and listen to more 
of their talk about their secret plans for an attack.  But 
Eben knew from the urgent feelings in his bowels that his 
pants would soon be full if he waited much longer.  He 
had not felt like this since that time last winter when he 
had the grippe.

Eben crawled a ways at fi rst.  Once he was beyond their 
earshot, he quickly stood up and ran to the outhouse in the 
backyard.  As fast as he could, he closed the door and pulled 
down his knee britches and unders, just in time.  “Ahhhh!  
Thank you Lord, that was a close one!”

Eben’s breathing and heartbeat were still racing.  He 
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thought about this sudden call of nature and fi gured out what 
must have caused it.  Hearing those British offi cers talk about 
attacking the Patriot camp had made him awful scared for his 
father.  Eben laughed to think that his brain and his other end 
could be connected like that!

While Eben sat on the seat, he thought about all that he 
had just heard.  He mulled it over in his mind.  Father is in 
danger and must be warned.  But he told me to stay home.  Eben 
remembered his father’s serious face and his words that night 
two months ago:  “Protect Mother and the house from the 
British and Tories.”

Hmm ...  Stay home and protect Mother.  Stay home and protect 
Mother.  But Father is the one in danger!

Eben could not decide what to do.  And it was becoming 
nasty inside the outhouse.  There was no breeze to take away 
the heat, humidity and smell.  He needed fresh air to think 
clearly.  He grabbed another scrap of newspaper to wipe 
himself once more, and threw it down the hole.  Then he 
pulled up his unders and knee britches, opened the outhouse 
door, and stepped out.

Outside, the air seemed much cooler and the sea breeze 
felt good on his forehead.  “Let’s see,” he thought out loud.  
“Protect Mother from the British and Tories.  Well, no Tories 
have bothered us yet, and they are not likely to with a British 
offi cer living in our house.  And Major Pitcairn has always 
acted like a gentleman to Mother, and never threatened her.  
I’m sure he won’t let any other Redcoat bother her.  So what 
good am I doing by staying home?  I should be with Father, 
doing my part for the Cause.

“Even cousin Danforth signed up.  True, he’s only a fi fer, 
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but he’s there doing his part.  Maybe he could teach me how 
to play a fi fe.  Or a drum!  A musket would be better.  They 
shouldn’t make you be sixteen to sign up as a musketman!”

Seeing a stone on the ground, Eben kicked it as hard as he 
could with his right shoe.  It stubbed his toe, but made such 
a loud bang when it hit the outhouse door that the pain was 
worth it.

“And what about Father!  He could be killed, along with a 
lot of other good Patriots, too, if I don’t do something.  That 
settles it.  I’ve got to warn Father.  Perhaps he’ll be so pleased 
he’ll let me stay in the army for a while.  I’ll go tonight.”
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CHAPTER THREE
Later that night

Though the hour was late, Major John Pitcairn was 
still up.  He was writing at the desk in the fi rst fl oor 
bedroom.  His friend in London, England, would be 

glad to hear from him.  The major carefully stroked his quill 
pen across the paper.  After every few words, the quill ran dry 
and he dipped it again in the inkwell.  He wrote: 

The rebels – they call themselves “Patriots” – are not 

true soldiers.  Because they are many, they think they are 

an army.  But we know what they really are – farmers 

and shopkeepers playing at war.  They put muskets in 

their hands and fool themselves into believing they can 

fight our trained army.  They will soon find out how 

weak they are when they have to come face to face with our 

Regulars.

“Major Pitcairn!  Major Pitcairn!”  It was Lydia Dunham’s 
voice calling him.  Her feet coming down the stairs sounded 
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loud and hurried.  Now she stood in the open doorway looking 
very frightened.  The major quickly returned the quill to the 
inkstand and stood up to answer her.  “Goodness, Mistress 
Dunham!  What is it?”

“Oh, major.  Sir, I beg your forgiveness for disturbing you 
at this late hour.  It’s my son, Ebenezer – he’s run away!  You 
know how the British sentries are with anyone they fi nd on 
the streets at night – I’m afraid they will shoot him on sight.  
Oh, my God!  Help me, please!”

“Whoa.  Slow down madam.  What makes you think your 
son has run away?”

“Well, I woke up and, from habit, I looked over to see 
if Ebenezer was sleeping soundly.  He was not there!  
He’s gone!”

She’s obviously upset, Pitcairn thought.  Her hands were 
clenched in tight fi sts, and she was taking quick, deep breaths.  
I must calm her down.

Walking around the desk and towards her, he said in 
a soothing voice, “Please, sit down.”  He took her arm and 
led her to the easy chair just inside the door.  “There.  What 
makes you so sure, madam, your son has run away.  Perhaps 
he woke up to go to the outhouse.  Surely that’s it.  I can go 
out back and check, if you wish.”

“No.”  She stood up.  “You do not understand.  ... Here.  He 
left me this note.”  She opened her tightly clenched fi st and 
handed him a small piece of paper.  The major held it up to 
the candle and read it aloud.
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Dearest Mother,

Please forgive me but I must do my dooty.  I am leaving 

to join father in the Patriot armie.  Please do not worry.  I 

shall be very careful not to be caught by the Redcoats.  I 

will send word to you that I am safe as soon as I can.

Your affeckshunet son,

Ebenezer Dunham

“Major ... can you fi nd him?  Before the sentries do?  I’m 
afraid they will shoot fi rst, and ask questions later.  He’s just 
a boy, sir!”

Major Pitcairn thought a moment before answering.  He 
spoke calmly and slowly.  “Madam, we do not know in what 
direction your son went.  He could have tried to leave Boston 
by land or by sea.”  God knows, he thought, the boy will not likely 
succeed either way.  “Searching for him in the dark of night 
would be like – well, like searching for a needle in a haystack.

“And do you really think, madam, that your son would 
come out of his hiding place if he heard me call out his name 
in the darkness?  He might think I came to punish him.  Think 
about it, madam.”

Lydia looked the major in the eye.  At fi rst, she had to work 
to control her shaky voice, but it grew stronger as she went on.

“Major Pitcairn, the day – the day you moved into my 
house – against my wishes – you assured me, on your honor, 
that you would protect us as long as you stayed here.  Well, 
now sir, one of us is in danger.  I am appealing to your honor 
as a gentleman to keep your word and help me.”
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He frowned and walked away from her for a few steps with 
his head down, thinking.  Stopping, he turned to face her and 
slowly threw open his arms.  “It appears, Mistress Dunham, 
that I have no choice in the matter, do I?  I will go and search 
for the boy.  But I shall not be out on this wild goose chase all 
night!  I shall not.”

The major walked with long, loud steps to the staircase and 
yelled up to his son.  “Will!  Will, get dressed and fetch our 
mounts from the stable.  We have to go out tonight.”

A few moments later, Will Pitcairn came running down the 
stairs.  “What – what is it, Father?”

“Well, son, it appears the Dunham lad is missing.  You and 
I are going to search for him and bring him home, before the 
sentries fi nd him fi rst.”

“I don’t want to –”
“Enough!  We’ll have none of that talk, Will.  Now, go fetch 

our mounts, like I told you to.”  Will frowned, rushed past his 
father, and slammed the front door behind him.

While he waited for his son to bring the horses, Major 
Pitcairn thought about Ebenezer’s choices.  The boy probably 
knows better than to try swimming across the Charles River.  
And all boats he might steal have been collected by our guards 
by now.  So he must be going by land.  There’s only one way 
to go – he’ll try to slip past the guards at the Town Gates on 
Boston Neck.

Major Pitcairn decided not to waste any time.  He would 
ride directly for the Neck and talk to the offi cer on duty there.  
He would advise the man to be on the lookout for a boy about 
Ebenezer’s age.  Of course, he would have to offer the man a 
reward for bringing the boy back.
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Major Pitcairn was adjusting his wig in front of the mirror 
when Will returned.  “Our horses are saddled and ready, 
Father.  I’ll wait for you outside.”

“Good, good.  Thank you, son.”
Before leaving, he tried to put Lydia Dunham’s mind at 

ease.  Placing his hands on the outside of her shoulders, he 
forced a smile and looked in her eyes.  “If your son doesn’t 
turn up tonight, he will most likely return in the morning – 
ashamed and embarrassed – to ask your forgiveness.”

After walking to the door, the major turned to add, “Good 
evening, madam.  Try to get some sleep if you can.”  He was 
gone before she could reply.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Major Pitcairn and his son rode down Snow 
Street and headed for Treamont, which ran 
nearly the length of town.  As he was passing 

the grassy Common, he shook his head and laughed to 
himself – he could not believe what he was doing.  “Look 
at me now, Will.  I’ve let a rebel woman talk me into a 
midnight search for a snot-nosed rebel brat.  What a world, 
this America!” 

Seeing his father in a lighter mood, Will decided to speak 
freely.  “Father, if I may say so, sir, I think this is a fool’s 
errand.  We both know that the Dunhams are rebels.  As a 
rebel, he deserves whatever happens to him.”

“I know, son, I know.  But I did give the lady my word 
that I’d protect her family as long as we stay in her house.  A 
gentleman always keeps his word.  Remember that, Will.”

Will wasn’t sure he agreed.  He asked, “Even if that 
gentleman gives his word to a rebel?”



24  -  Patriots

“Yes, son.  A gentleman must keep his word.  It’s a matter 
of honor.”

Leaving Treamont, they turned onto Orange, the only 
street on Boston Neck.  The narrow “neck” of land connected 
the peninsula of Boston to the mainland.  They slowed their 
mounts to a walk when they saw lights up ahead.  That would 
be the lanterns of the guardhouse next to the Town Gates.

“Father, did you hear that?  ... There it goes again!  It sounds 
like someone screaming out in pain.”

Each scream came a few seconds after the one before it.  
Major Pitcairn had spent many years in the British army.  So 
he knew such sounds could mean only one thing – some poor 
soldier was being whipped.

But the screams didn’t sound like a man’s voice.  Quickly 
he spurred his horse.  Seeing this, Will did the same.  They 
galloped the rest of the way, the major in the lead, shouting 
as he went.  “Guard!  Guard!  Halt that!”

Major Pitcairn reined in his horse, handed the reins to Will, 
and jumped down.  “Who’s in charge here?” he demanded.

A big, mean looking, and slightly drunk Redcoat stepped out 
of the darkness and angrily answered, “Who wants to know?”

“Major Pitcairn, Marines.  State your name and rank, 
soldier, if you are responsible for this post.  I demand to 
know what goes on here.  Who is being whipped, and why?  
... Speak up, man, or you’ll fi nd yourself at the other end of 
that cat-o’-nine-tails!”

The man quickly lost his bad attitude and saluted 
the major.

“Sergeant Thomas Towns, Ninth Regiment of Foot, 
sir!  Begging your pardon, sir, we caught this young rebel 
trying to slip past our post here.  We hailed him, but he 
wouldn’t stop.  We had to run him down.  Gave us a bit 




