DR. JOHN CUMING OF CONCORD

1728
John Cuming was born in Scotland.

DATE
John Cuming emigrated from Scotland to the American colonies. (We have a record of a John Cumming who
arrived in New-York on the George of Greenock on July 13, 1774, was arrested and jailed by New-York as a
Loyalist dangerous to the rebellion in March 1777, escaped and was recaptured by the Americans in September
1777, and returned with his family to Scotland in May 1780, but that clearly could not have been this person.)

1744
It was in approximately this year that Brister Freeman of Concord was born. We don’t know whether his
enslavement was something that happened in Africa, or whether he was born in slavery here on the American
continent. As a young child, we may presume, he was the property of housewright Timothy Wesson of Lincoln,
because Wesson owned a child whom he had baptized as “Bristol” just before the wedding of his daughter
Abigail Wesson to John Cuming in Concord on February 8, 1753.1

1749
John Cuming left Harvard College a year before graduating, to continue his education and get medical training
in Britain.

1. “Bristol,” “Boston,” and “Cambridge” were relatively common slave names. The child, who may have been the father-in-law’s
present to the bride and bridegroom, would grow to be 5 feet 7 inches tall.
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1753
February 8: In Concord, Massachusetts, Dr. John Cuming got married with Abigail Wesson, a daughter of
housewright Timothy Wesson of Lincoln. The father-in-law had just had a slave child baptized as “Bristol”
and the wedded couple would later be in possession of a slave bearing that name — so we presume this black
child to have amounted to a wedding present.2

(Above, their home in Concord.)

1755
In Concord, the only child of Dr. John Cuming and Abigail Wesson Cuming, a daughter, was born. Dr. Cuming
accepted a commission as Lieutenant Colonel and went north to fight in the French and Indian War. He was
wounded and captured (a musket ball would be in his hip for the remainder of his life), but eventually a
Frenchman would arrange a prisoner exchange.

2. “Bristol,” “Boston,” and “Cambridge” were relatively common slave names. The child would grow to be 5 feet 7 inches tall, and
after his owner’s death would be known as Brister Freeman.
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1760
Dr. John Cuming added to the 200 acres he owned in Concord by purchases of land in New Hampshire,
Vermont, and western Massachusetts (Cummington MA, a small rural town at the Western end of Hampshire
County in the foothills of the Berkshires, the birthplace of William Cullen Bryant, would be named for Dr.
Cuming). At the same time, he began serving as moderator of Concord’s town meetings. With one significant
hiatus early in the Revolution, between 1763 and 1788 the Concord townsmen would choose him 90 times to
keep order at their town meetings.

1774
Dr. John Cuming had left Harvard College a year before graduating, to continue his education and get medical
training in Britain. At this point Harvard, noting Dr. Cuming’s fame as a physician and surgeon, awarded him
an honorary masters degree. When in this year 4 out of every 5 of Concord’s townsmen signed a Solemn
League and Convenant pledging not to consume British goods, Dr. Cuming was in disagreement. As a Crownappointed justice of the peace, he felt he was sworn to “uphold the king’s law.” Patriots took note of the
absence of his signature, and over the next nine months, he was chosen to moderate only one of eight town
meetings.
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1775
April 19: The inscription on the gravestone of John Jack in the hill on the Old Hill Burying Ground near the
Milldam was copied by a British officer, and would appear in an English magazine:3
God wills us free, Man wills us Slavers;
I will as God wills, Gods will be done.
HERE LIES THE BODY OF
JOHN JACK,
A NATIVE OF AFRICA, WHO DIED
MARCH 1773, AGED ABOUT 60 YEARS.
Though born in a land of Slavery,
He was born free.
Though he lived in a land of Liberty,
He lived a Slave,
Till by his honest, though stolen labours,
He acquired the source of Slavery,
Which gave him his freedom —
Though not long before,
Death, the grand tyrant,
Gave him his final emancipation,
And set him on a footing with Kings.
Though a slave to vice,
He practiced those virtues,
Without which Kings are but slaves.
So, it would appear, regardless of what our naysayers might choose to believe, it appears that we did teach the Brits
something or other about American freedom on this day!

3. According to Concord account, the British officers had selected this spot in a grove of young locust trees “as a point
of observation from which they could watch the movements of the Americans and indicate by signals to their own soldiery
sent in different directions, the plan of operations which circumstances might require them to pursue.”
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Professor Elise Lemire’s mom, Virginia Lemire, took a photo in Sleepy Hollow recently, getting the lettering
of John Jack’s memorial stone to stand out admirably by rubbing it with snow (see blowup on following
screen).
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There has been some derogatory talk about the accuracy of American riflefire. During the march back to
Boston, the militia is said to have discharged some 75,000 rounds at the men of the army and to have hit them
only approximately 274 times, which gives a “batting average” of approximately .365 for the day.
[A batting average of 365 would be, in baseball, a quite good batting average, but note, there is a decimal point in front of
this particular “.365” number, indicating that it differs by a full three orders of magnitude from that fine batting average.
If you ask me, that’s some shootin’ — it takes some doin’, to accomplish that many misses without someone looking over
your shoulder and accusing you of missing on purpose!]
Another way to say this is that on that scorcher of an afternoon a militiaman Jonathan managed to rest his rifle
on a stone wall and discharge it at a clump of army Johns walking down a road in the distance in the open in
red jackets, without actually hurting anyone, a sum total of 74, 726 times.
We know that the tune to “Yankee Doodle,” which appears to date back to medieval times, had during the
French and Indian campaigns been provided, by a British army surgeon, with lyrics in disparagement of
American militias. On the march out to Concord in the morning this tune had been fifed to the regular army
redcoats, and, while the army was on its panicked afternoon trip back to the safety of Boston, it is said that the
colonial militia were singing those derogatory words4 back to them as they fired into the massed ranks from
behind their stone fences.
What would be Henry Thoreau’s reaction to living on this blood-stained ground sacred to human liberty? He
would enter in his Journal on July 21, 1851:
Excepting the omnipresent butcher with his calf cart –followed by a distracted & anxious cow– Be it
known that in Concord where the first forcible resistance to British aggression was mad[e] in the year 1775 they
chop up the young calves & give them to the hens to make them lay –it being considered the cheapest & most
profitable food for them– & they sell the milk to Boston.

4. Brother Ephraim fold his Cow
And bought him a Com-mifion,
And then he went to Canada
To Fight for the Nation;
But when Ephraim he came home
He prov’d an arrant Coward,
He wou’d’n’t fight the Frenchmen there
For fear of being devour’d.

Punk in Pye is very good
And fo is Apple Lantern,
Had you been whipp’d as oft as I
You’d not have been fo wanton:
Uncle is a Yankee Man
'Ifaith he pays us all off,
And he has got a Fiddle
As big as Daddy’s Hogs Trough.

Sheep’s Head and Vinegar
Butter Milk and Tanfy,
Bofton is a Yankee town
Sing Hey Doodle Dandy:
Firft we’ll take a Pinch of Snuff
And then a drink of Water,
And then we’ll fay How do you do
And that’s a Yanky’s Supper.

Seth’s Mother went to Lynn
To buy a pair of Breeches,
The firft time Vathen put them on
He tore out all the Stitches;
Dolly Fufhel let a Fart,
Jenny Jones fhe found it,
Ambrofe carried it to Mill
Where Doctor Warren ground it.

Aminadab is juft come Home
His Eyes all greaf’d with Bacon,
And all the news that he cou’d tell
Is Cape Breton is taken:
Stand up Jonathan
Figure in by Neighbour,
Vathen ftand a little off
And make the Room fome wider.

Our Jemima’s loft her Mare
And can’t tell where to find her,
But fhe’ll come trotting by and by
And bring her tail behind her
Two and two may go to Bed;
Two and two together,
And if there is not room enough,
Lie one a top o’to’ther.

Chriftmas is a coming Boys
We’ll go to Mother Chafes,
And there we’ll get a Sugar Dram,
Sweeten’d with Melaffes:
Heigh ho for our Cape Cod,
Heigh ho Nantafket,
Do not let the Bofton wags,
Feel your Oyfter Bafket.
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And, of course, Henry Thoreau would make a reference to this battle in WALDEN; OR, LIFE IN THE WOODS,
comparing it caustically with a battle he had observed between some red Camponotus ants and some black
Monomorium ants during the administration of President James Knox Polk, five years before the passage of
Daniel Webster’s fugitive-slave bill. Even the son of Deacon Jonathan Hosmer, Abner the 21-year-old
drummer for the Acton Minutemen whose face was half shot away in the first volley, figures in that battle
between the ants who dismember each other to the strains of military music (text from WALDEN on following
page, with added boldface to show the relevant sections).

After April 19, 1851 entry in Henry Thoreau’s JOURNAL: In ’75 2 or 300s of the inhabitants of
Concord assembled at one of the bridges with arms in their hands to assert the right of 3 millions to tax
themselves, & have a voice in governing themselves– About a week ago the authorities of Boston, having the
sympathy of many of the inhabitants of Concord assembled in the grey of the dawn, assisted by a still larger
armed force –to send back a perfectly innocent man –and one whom they knew to be innocent into a slavery as
complete as the world ever knew Of course it makes not the least difference I wish you to consider this who
the man was –whether he was Jesus christ or another –for in as much as ye did it unto the least of these his
brethen ye did it unto him Do you think he would have stayed here in liberty and let the black man go into
slavery in his stead? They sent him back I say to live in slavery with other 3 millions mark that –whom the same
slave power or slavish power north & south –holds in that condition. 3 millions who do not, like the first
mentioned, assert the right to govern themselvs but simply to run away & stay away from their prison-house.
Just a week afterward those inhabitants of this town who especially sympathize with the authorities of Boston
in this their deed caused the bells to be rung & the cannons to be fired to celebrate the courage & the love of
liberty of those men who assembled at the bridge. As if those 3 millions had fought for the right to be free
themselves –but to hold in slavery 3 million others
Why gentlemen even consistency though it is much abused is sometimes a virtue.

Politics makes strange bedfellows: After the confrontation at Concord’s North Bridge, Dr. John Cuming, a
local slavemaster and revolutionary activist, treated wounded British soldiers in the home of local Royalist
sympathizer Daniel Bliss — who was a Royalist at least in part because he abhorred human enslavement as it
was practiced in America.
At some point during this eventful day Major John Pitcairn visited the home of Squire Duncan Ingraham’s
stepson and upon “seeing one of Mr. Ingraham’s negroes standing by the large pear tree in the rear of the house,
with his hand behind him, commenced on him, as he did on the rebels at Lexington Common a few hours
previously, by pointing a pistol at his head, and, in a loud tone of voice, ordering him to give up his arms;
but as the unfortunate bondsman replied to order by holding up both his hands over his head, and saying
‘Dem is all the arms I have, massa,’ the serious consequence of the Lexington order was not repeated in
Mr. Ingraham’s backyard.”
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WALDEN: I was witness to events of a less peaceful character. One day
when I went out to my wood-pile, or rather my pile of stumps, I observed
two large ants, the one red, the other much larger, nearly half an inch
long, and black, fiercely contending with one another. Having once got
hold they never let go, but struggled and wrestled and rolled on the
chips incessantly. Looking farther, I was surprised to find that the
chips were covered with such combatants, that it was not a duellum, but
a bellum, a war between two races of ants, the red always pitted against
the black, and frequently two reds ones to one black. The legions of
these Myrmidons covered all the hills and vales in my wood-yard, and the
ground was already strewn with the dead and dying, both red and black.
It was the only battle which I have ever witnessed, the only battlefield I ever trod while the battle was raging; internecine war; the red
republicans on the one hand, and the black imperialists on the other.
On every side they were engaged in deadly combat, yet without any noise
that I could hear, and human soldiers never fought so resolutely. I
watched a couple that were fast locked in each other’s embraces, in a
little sunny valley amid the chips, now at noon-day prepared to fight
till the sun went down, or life went out. The smaller red champion had
fastened himself like a vice to his adversary’s front, and through all
the tumblings on that field never for an instant ceased to gnaw at one
of his feelers near the root, having already caused the other to go
by the board; while the stronger black one dashed him from side to side,
and, as I saw on looking nearer, had already divested him of several of
his members. They fought with more pertinacity than bull-dogs. Neither
manifested the least disposition to retreat. It was evident that their
battle-cry was Conquer or die. In the mean while there came along a
single red ant on the hillside of this valley, evidently full of
excitement, who either had despatched his foe, or had not yet taken part
in the battle; probably the latter, for he had lost none of his limbs;
whose mother had charged him to return with his shield or upon it. Or
perchance he was some Achilles, who had nourished his wrath apart,
and had now come to avenge or rescue his Patroclus. He saw this unequal
combat from afar, –for the blacks were nearly twice the size of the red,–
he drew near with rapid pace till he stood on his guard within
half an inch of the combatants; then, watching his opportunity, he
sprang upon the black warrior, and commenced his operations near the
root of his right fore-leg, leaving the foe to select among his own
members; and so there were three united for life, as if a new kind of
attraction had been invented which put all other locks and cements to
shame. I should not have wondered by this time to find that they had
their respective musical bands stationed on some eminent chip, and
playing their national airs the while, to excite the slow and cheer the
dying combatants. I was myself excited somewhat even as if they had been
men. The more you think of it, the less the difference. And certainly
there is not the fight recorded in Concord history, at least, if in the
history of America, that will bear a moment’s comparison with this,
whether for the numbers engaged in it, or for the patriotism and heroism
displayed. For numbers and for carnage it was an Austerlitz or Dresden.
Concord Fight! Two killed on the patriots’ side, and Luther Blanchard
wounded! Why here every ant was a Buttrick, –“Fire! for God’s sake
fire!”– and thousands shared the fate of Davis and Hosmer. There was not
one hireling there. I have no doubt that it was a principle they fought
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WALDEN: ... for, as much as our ancestors, and not to avoid a threepenny tax on their tea; and the results of this battle will be as
important and memorable to those whom it concerns as those of the battle
of Bunker Hill, at least.
I took up the chip on which the three I have particularly described were
struggling, carried it into my house, and placed it under a tumbler on
my window-sill, in order to see the issue. Holding a microscope to the
first-mentioned red ant, I saw that, though he was assiduously gnawing
at the near foreleg of his enemy, having severed his remaining feeler,
his breast was all torn away, exposing what vitals he had there to the
jaws of the black warrior, whose breast-plate was apparently too thick
for him to pierce; and the dark carbuncles of the sufferer’s eyes shone
with ferocity such as war only could excite. They struggled half an hour
longer under the tumbler, and when I looked again the black soldier had
severed the heads of his foes from their bodies, and the still living
heads were hanging on either side of him like ghastly trophies at his
saddlebow, still apparently as firmly fastened as ever, and he was
endeavoring with feeble struggles, being without feelers and with only
the remnant of a leg, and I know not how many other wounds, to divest
himself of them; which at length, after half an hour more, he
accomplished. I raised the glass, and he went off over the window-sill
in that crippled state. Whether he finally survived that combat, and
spent the remainder of his days in some Hotel des Invalides, I do not
know; but I thought that his industry would not be worth much thereafter.
I never learned which party was victorious, nor the cause of the war;
but I felt for the rest of that day as if I had had my feelings excited
and harrowed by witnessing the struggle, the ferocity and carnage, of a
human battle before my door.
Kirby and Spence tell us that the battles of ants have long been
celebrated and the date of them recorded, though they say that Huber is
the only modern author who appears to have witnessed them. “Æneas
Sylvius,” say they, “after giving a very circumstantial account of one
contested with great obstinacy by a great and small species on the trunk
of a pear tree,” adds that “This action was fought in the pontificate
of Eugenius the Fourth, in the presence of Nicholas Pistoriensis,
an eminent lawyer, who related the whole history of the battle with the
greatest fidelity.” A similar engagement between great and small ants
is recorded by Olaus Magnus, in which the small ones, being victorious,
are said to have buried the bodies of their own soldiers, but left those
of their giant enemies a prey to the birds. This event happened previous
to the expulsion of the tyrant Christiern the Second from Sweden.”
The battle which I witnessed took place in the Presidency of Polk,
five years before the passage of Webster’s Fugitive-Slave Bill.
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April 28: This would be a day to remember, for a Concord resident named Titus:
Know all men by these presents that
For and in consideration of the sum of
Fifty three pounds six shillings and Eight
pence to me in hand well and truly —
paid by Jonas Heywood of Concord in
the County of Middlesex and Province of the
Massachusetts Bay in New England Yeoman
I Ann Prescott of Said Concord Widow
Have sold and by these presents do sell
And make over unto the Said Jonas my
named Titus
Negro man/servant’s time of
Service During his Life to be
Wholly for the Service of the Said
Jonas Heywood his heirs and assigns
at the same time I do utterly give
up and relinquish unto the Said Jonas
all my right and title in Said Negro
declaring also that before and at the
time of this
Sale the Negro Man was mine by virtue of
My Late Husband’s purchase — In Witness
whereof I have set my hand and seal to these presents
this 28 Day of April 1775 in the 28 year of his Majesty
Witness
Daniel —— ? ——
Thomas Whiting

Ann Prescott

Concord MA Population
1679

?

480 whites

1706

?

920 whites

1725

6 slaves

1,500 whites

1741

21 slaves

?

1754

19 slaves

?

1780: Passage of the Massachusetts Bill of Rights
1783

15 blacks

1,306 whites

1790

29 blacks

1,556 whites

1800

38 blacks

1,641 whites

1810

28 blacks

1,605 whites

1820

34 blacks

1,754 whites

1830

28 blacks

1,993 whites
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There were some 20 slaves in Concord, including but not limited to the following 11 adult males:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Philip Barrett, a slave of Colonel Barrett, who would march in July 1775, enlist in Captain Heald’s
company in 1779, serve a 6-month tour at West Point in 1780-1781, and never return to Concord
Cato, a slave of Duncan Ingraham
Bristo (Brister Freeman) and Jem, slaves of Doctor/Colonel John Cuming. Bristo would serve
under Colonel John Buttrick at Saratoga in 1777, see Burgoyne surrender, enlist again in 1779,
return to Concord, be free at the time of his owner’s death, settle atop Brister’s Hill, and marry. He
and his wife Fenda would be memorialized by Thoreau in WALDEN.
Sippio Brister, a slave to the Hoar family. His burial site in Lincoln next to five British soldiers
would be noted by Thoreau in WALDEN.
Caesar, a slave of Captain George Minot, who would serve 3 months during 1775-1776 and then
sign for a 3-year enlistment in 1779, returning to Concord at the end of the war.
Casey, a slave of Samuel Whitney, who would flee from his owner’s son threats and snowballs to
enlist in the army, achieve self-ownership, and return to Concord
Frank, a slave of the Reverend William Emerson
Caesar, a slave of Deacon Simon Hunt
Cato, a slave of Doctor Joseph Lee
Titus, the slave of the widow Ann Prescott who was being sold in this year to Jonas Heywood,
as above

July: In Concord, the Reverend William Emerson preached on the text of ISAIAH 19:20
“…for they shall cry unto the Lord because of the oppressors,
and he shall send them a savior, and a great one,
and he shall deliver them.”

According to this reverend, if any Minuteman should desire to regard his commanding officer in the field as his
Savior, he was welcome to do so. If any successful CO desired to channel for God, this minister of the Lord’s
gospel was at his beck and call.5
5. Emerson, Amelia Forbes., ed. DIARIES AND LETTERS OF WILLIAM EMERSON (1743-1776), MINISTER OF THE CHURCH IN
CONCORD / CHAPLAIN IN THE REVOLUTIONARY ARMY. (New printing 1972). During the “French and Indian” war Colonel
Washington had characterized the chaplains desired for his troops not in terms of religion but in terms of their usefulness to his
command: “gentlemen of sober, serious and religious deportment, who would improve morale and discourage gambling, swearing,
and drunkenness.” In this respect the Reverend Emerson of Concord was a very ordinary and unexceptionable fellow belligerent
who was manifesting quite the conventional, and convenient, “God is on our side” confusion between might and righteousness.
It would come as a considerable shock and disappointment to this reverend when his Concord friend John Cuming, who had been
appointed the Brigadier General in charge of a regiment of reinforcements for the Canadian expedition, would decline the adventure.
“Col. Cum’g resig’d his com!!!! His wife utterly ag. his going.”
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1776
Early in the year, Dr. John Cuming of Concord had evidently overcome his Royalist scruples — as he at this
point became a member of the local Committee of Correspondence, Inspection and Safety.
June: When the minute company in which he was a private dissolved and its members joined new militia units,
former private Charles Miles raised another company including 61 Concordians. It would be this company
which would march 250 miles to reinforce Fort Ticonderoga. Upon returning home, Charles would again be
called to duty at Boston in 1777 and at Cambridge in 1778.
In this timeframe the Provincial army was seeking out experienced officers from prior wars. The
Massachusetts General Court therefore designated Dr. John Cuming to be a brigadier general and ordered him
with 3,000 troops to Fort Ticonderoga. Mistress Abigail Wesson Cuming opposed this, and the Reverend
William Emerson found the doctor “very low in Spirits and exceedingly cast down.” Dr. Cuming resigned this
commission — to instead continue his work on the Committee of Correspondence, Inspection and Safety,
serve as representative to the General Court, and in 1779, to go as Concord’s delegate to the state constitutional
convention in Cambridge to help write a constitution for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
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1777
September 28: The slave who would eventually come to be known as Brister Freeman was enlisted in the
American revolutionary forces under the name “Bristol Cuming,” to serve alongside his master, Colonel John
Cuming (1728-1788), a wealthy Concord physician and land speculator. “Bristol” was a relatively common
slave name, as were the names of other cities such as Boston, Cambridge, etc. Cuming and his enlisted slave
would be present at the surrender of Lieutenant General John Burgoyne and his British troops on October 17,
1777.
In subsequent enlistment and military records, Dr. Cuming’s slave would appear during November 1778 as
“Brister” Cummings [sic], in 1779 as Bristol Freeman, in 1780 as Bristo Freeman, and on a 1786 payroll as
Brister Freeman, the name he would bear for the rest of his life.

Above is the home of Dr. John and Abigail Wesson Cuming (photo by Elise Lemire), where the slave they
referred to as “Bristo” would serve them until sometime in 1778-1779. Now, as the Victim Service Unit of the
Massachusetts Correctional Institute at Concord, it is not open to the public:
National Register of Historic Places, Middlesex County:
Cuming, Dr. John, House (added 1977 - Building - #77000175)
West of Concord at 666 Barretts Mill Rd. and Reformatory Circle, Concord
Historic Significance: Person
Historic Person: Cuming, Dr. John
Significant Year: 1754
Area of Significance: Social History, Military, Health/Medicine
Period of Significance: 1750-1799
Owner: State
Historic Function: Domestic
Historic Sub-function: Secondary Structure, Single Dwelling
Current Function: Domestic
Current Sub-function: Secondary Structure, Single Dwelling
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Since his name signified his enslavement, Brister dropped the name Cuming and chose the name Freeman
upon acquiring the power to fashion his own identity sometime between November 1778 and 1779.
At some point Brister Freeman got married with a woman named Fenda, who according to Thoreau “told
fortunes.” Fenda is an African name but, again, we don’t know whether she had been born in North America
or in Africa. The couple would have three children: Nancy (born on March 9, 1772), Edward (born on
November 17, 1781, died on September 13, 1788), and Amos (born during 1784).

1779
Dr. John Cuming was Concord’s delegate to the state constitutional convention in Cambridge and helped write
the constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

June 23: Township Number Five, which had been purchased in 1762 by proprietor Colonel John Cuming of
Concord, and settled that spring by the surveyor Samuel Brewer, was officially incorporated as the Town of
Cummington.

(One would have thought that, in gratitude, they would have spelled his name the way he himself spelled it.)
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1782
In Concord some men formed a Social Circle, limited to 25 members, meeting on Tuesday evenings from
October to March. Since this group did nothing but chat and drink and smoke, they of course would dismiss
the women’s group in town, when one would be formed in 1814, as the “Chattables” (this Female Charitable
Society, instead of drinking and smoking while they chatted, actually did some real work that was of some real
benefit to somebody, –they provided a service, –they were like servants, –or slaves, –or women — so of course
they were contemptible and deserved to be demeaned).
The town sent a delegate to the state legislature with instructions to vote against the proposed Treaty of Paris.
At issue was a clause in the document allowing the Americans who had been Loyalists to return to their
American homes and reclaim their local rights and their local property — such largesse would be regarded in
Concord town as “one of the greatest evils that could fall upon us.” The estates of the Concord residents who
had fled, and who had lost out in the Revolution, must be confiscated and parceled out among the victors!
For being losers they must pay!
When Dr. John Cuming, a prominent citizen of Concord of the most impeccable revolutionary and social
standing, fell ill in this year, he made a will in which he declared: “I give and bequeath to my two negros (that
was) viz. Bristo and Jem thirty pounds sterling each, the expending of which money to be under the Special
Directions of the Selectmen of Concord.”6

6. Did this amount to generosity? Note that as “Bristo” was short for “Bristol,” so also “Jem” was short for “James”; in the context
of a legal document what we have here is two adults being diminished. The designation of the Town Selectmen as custodians for
the fund makes it clear that Cuming’s bequest was in no sense largesse, but was intended merely to reassure his fellow white
townsmen that after his death his manumitted slaves would not make themselves a financial burden on the town. (Cuming would
live until 1788 and then it would require several additional years before this will would be settled.)
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1788
Dr. John Cuming of Concord died in this year at the age of 60 after being bled over his objections by the
physician of neighboring Chelmsford, and was buried in the Old Hill Burying Ground beneath a headstone
carved by Thomas Park (1745-1806). Park generally carved horizontally winged heads, and winged skulls
with hooked eyebrow marks connected to the nose mark. Dr. Cuming left some clothing and some military
equipment to Waldo Emerson’s father, the Reverend William Emerson of Boston. He left £300 pounds sterling
to Harvard College, the income from which was to endow a chair of physics (medicine), that would be useful
as seed money for the establishment of Harvard Medical School with Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse and Surgeon
John Warren as its 1st professors. In addition, he left £150 sterling to benefit private schools in Concord, and
£150 sterling to be distributed among the poor. He also left behind a small sum to ease the anxieties of the
Selectmen, with which they could care for Bristo and Jem, his two aging slaves, should they ever become a
burden upon the town.
WALDEN: Down the road, on the right hand, on Brister’s Hill, lived
Brister Freeman, “a handy Negro,” slave of Squire Cummings once,
–there where grow still the apple-trees which Brister planted and
tended; large old trees now, but their fruit still wild and
ciderish to my taste. Not long since I read his epitaph in the
old Lincoln burying-ground, a little on one side, near the
unmarked graves of some British grenadiers who fell in the retreat
from Concord, –where he is styled “Sippio Brister,”– Scipio
Africanus he had some title to be called, –“a man of color,” as
if he were discolored. It also told me, with startling emphasis,
when he died; which was but an indirect way of informing me that
he ever lived. With him dwelt Fenda, his hospitable wife, who told
fortunes, yet pleasantly, –large, round, and black, blacker than
any of the children of night, such a dusky orb as never rose on
Concord before or since.

Bear in mind that this was the year in which the new Massachusetts Constitution and Form of Government
was recognizing the existence within the state of slaves and excluding all blacks, native Americans, and
mulattoes from rights of citizenship, and the year in which the Massachusetts legislature was enacting
legislation making skin color a virtual crime by requiring the removal from the state of any person of AfroAmerican ancestry who could not prove US citizenship. (This racist legislation would disgrace Massachusetts
until 1834.)
So, how did these general enactments, the new constitution and the new law, impinge on the slaves of Concord,
such as these two slaves Brister and Jem of the local physician who in this year were losing their white master?
It would seem that this matter has not been adequately studied.
Brister Freeman was a passionate negro, profane and suspicious.
He was said to have once stolen a haddock and was therefore
tormented and hooted by boys. Then he would swear and storm.
This gathered boys and men about him who insulted and violated
him to greater passion. This want of respect for humanity
and disregard of men’s feelings was extended to many of these
classes of the weak, and the higher cultured had not power or
did not see their way to overcome it. They did not approve
nor encourage these waywardnesses, but they endured and even
found amusement in relating them to their families and
neighbors.
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(Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse, a Quaker, would later be dismissed as a Professor at the Harvard Medical School
on account of his principled opposition to war (the Quaker Peace Testimony) and because he persisted in
administering inoculations against the small pox:

— but below, in a depiction dating to 1783, is the righteous surviving professor, Surgeon John Warren, no
deluded Quaker, who righteously did believe in war and righteously did not believe in vaccination and was
therefore entitled to teach Harvard men to become physicians.)

1791
January 17: Brister Freeman signed a deed selling “one half of the house and land that I now live in and upon”
“on the county road leading from Concord to Boston” for £7, 19s “to me paid by Ephraim Woods Esq, Jacob
Brown and Asa Brooks Gentlemen and Selectmen of Concord and Trustees of the Legacy given me in the last
will of John Cuming, Esq.,” who had died in 1788. (Freeman did not, however, seem to relinquish possession
of the plot on “Brister’s Hill,” for in another title document in 1797 Duncan Ingraham would sell John
Richardson a piece of land “bounding northwesterly … to land in possession of Brister Freeman, a black
man.”)
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COPYRIGHT NOTICE: In addition to the property of others,
such as extensive quotations and reproductions of
images, this “read-only” computer file contains a great
deal of special work product of Austin Meredith,
copyright © 2007. Access to these interim materials
will eventually be offered for a fee in order to recoup
some of the costs of preparation. Limited permission to
copy such files, or any material from such files, must
be obtained in advance in writing from the “Stack of the
Artist of Kouroo” Project, 20 Miles Avenue, Providence
RI
02906.
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at
<Kouroo@brown.edu>, or at (401)454-8304.
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ARRGH: THE AUTOMATED RESEARCH
REPORT GENERATION HOTLINE

This stuff presumably looks to you as if it were generated by a
human. Such is not the case. Instead, upon someone’s request we
have pulled it out of the hat of a pirate that has grown out of
the shoulder of our pet parrot “Laura” (depicted above). What
these chronological lists are: they are research reports
compiled by ARRGH algorithms out of a database of data modules
which we term the Kouroo Contexture. This is data mining. To
respond to such a request for information, we merely push a
button. Commonly, the first output of the program has obvious
deficiencies and so we need to go back into the data modules
stored in the contexture and do a minor amount of tweaking, and
then we need to punch that button again and do a recompile of
the chronology — but there is nothing here that remotely
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resembles the ordinary “writerly” process which you know and
love. As the contents of this originating contexture improve,
and as the programming improves, and as funding becomes
available (to date no funding whatever has been needed in the
creation of this facility, the entire operation being run out
of pocket change) we expect a diminished need to do such tweaking
and recompiling, and we fully expect to achieve a simulation of
a generous and untiring robotic research librarian. Onward and
upward in this brave new world.
First come first serve. There is no charge.
Place your requests with kouroo@brown.edu.
Arrgh.
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