An Ephraim Barber

Tall Clock: "Eyewitness

)

to a Revolution?

By Damon DiMauro (MA)

f the dramatic events of April 19,1775, culminating

in “the shot heard round the world,”' remain etched

in the collective consciousness as the start of the

American Revolutionary War, the towns of Lexington
and Concord, MA, still boast of a critical mass of iconic
artifacts—"eyewitnesses,” as it were—to preserve the epic
narrative. Most notable among these is the Nathaniel
Mulliken Sr. (1722-67) clock that continues to beat and
strike at the Concord Museum, the very sounds that
would have resonated in the ears of the Lexington militia
at Buckman'’s Tavern as the dreaded Red Coats ap-
proached more than two centuries ago (Figure 1).2 The ul-
timate objective of the British regulars on that fateful day
was the cache of military stores that spies had indicated
was at Colonel James Barrett’s house in Concord. Barrett,
however, had secured those stores by sending them into
the countryside just prior to the soldiers’ arrival.? Just
recently a tall clock has come to light, made by Ephraim
Barber (1748-1817) of Marlborough, MA, which the chain
of provenance and external corroboration reveal may
very well have been an eyewitness to the search by the
British soldiers of the James Barrett home.

BARBER’S LINEAGE AND EARLY SETTLEMENT
IN MARLBOROUGH

Ephraim Barber’s lineage can be traced back to first
settler George Barber from Sheffield, England, who
arrived in Massachusetts Bay as early as 1638. He was
one of the founders of Medfield, where he served as
selectman, town clerk, captain of the local militia,
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Figure 1. Nathaniel Mulliken Sr. tall clock dial. COURTESY OF THE CONCORD MUSEUM, F2512.

and representative to the General Court.* Barber's
grandfather, Deacon George Barber, also served the town
as a selectman as well as its deputy to the General Court.?
Ephraim Barber’s father, John, belonged to the fourth
generation in Medfield and was described as a “yeoman.”
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Figure 2. Note the facial profiles in the Ephraim Barber upper-corer spandrels. COURTESY OF DELANEY CLOCKS.
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Figure 3. Note the facial profiles in the Benjamin Willard upper-corner spandrels.
COURTESY OF DELANEY CLOCKS.
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Figure 4. Ephraim Barber's house and shop as they appeared on an 1803 map.
COURTESY OF THE MARLBOROUGH HISTORICAL SOCIETY.
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HOUSE OF LIEUT. EPHRAIM BARBER.

Figure 5. Ephraim Barber's house, ca. 1740, as pictured in Ella A. Bigelow's Historical
Reminiscences (1910).

He later removed to Sudbury, where he married Hannah
Rice in 1735.7 John Barber recommends himself to
posterity as the duteous “clerk” who chronicled the
advance of Capt. Eleazer Melvin’s company in William
Shirley’s 1754 expedition to the Norridgewock country.

It was there that Fort Halifax was built to protect the
Kennebec River Valley during the French and Indian War.2
John Barber also took part in Governor Shirley’s ill-fated
expedition the following year to Fort Niagara, where he is
presumed to have been “killed in a skirmish.”®

The frontier war solider not only left behind his widow,
Hannah, but eight children, including Ephraim, who was
just seven at the time.® When Hannah herself expired

in 1786, her heirs elected to dispose of the house and
four acres of land in Sudbury left to them in her will. As a
measure of his siblings’ trust in him, Ephraim was chosen
to sell the property for their mutual benefit."

The records are sparse with respect to Barber’s early
adulthood. He is cited as having paid his Marlborough
poll tax in 1770,2 which proves he had settled in his
adopted town at least by that date. Marlborough

was mainly agrarian, with little industry well into the
19th century,® so Barber may have chosen to relocate
there because he could ply his trade without fear of
competition. Barber is specifically denominated a
“clockmaker” in a 1772 deed, at which time he acquired
a house in addition to land. While there is no tangible
evidence to indicate how he learned clockmaking, one

© 2024 National Association of Watch and Clock Collectors, Inc. Reproduction prohibited without written permission.



clue might come from an engraving motif found on the
upper-corner spandrels of his “Concord” tall clock—a
facial profile—which is also found on some Benjamin
Willard dials (Figures 2 and 3).® Given the normal
apprenticeship period, from age 14 to 21, Barber would
have trained between 1762 and 1769. Benjamin Willard was
in Hartford, CT, until about 1766 learning to make wood
movements from Benjamin Cheney. Some think Willard
learned to make brass movements from Nathaniel
Mulliken Sr., whose shop he took over when Mulliken died
in 1767/ It could be that Barber was an apprentice in the
Mulliken shop all along, and he crossed paths with Willard
there when the latter finally went to Lexington.

Barber was also known to have repaired firearms, for
which his clockmaking training would have stood him in
good stead. According to one local source, "Ephraim was
a gunsmith in the employ of the government for many
years, and a most skilful workman. He was a great hunter,
always carrying a rifle of his own manufacture.”” It is not
clear, however, when exactly he served the “government”
as an armorer, though certainly his skills would have been
much in demand during the Revolutionary War when
Committees of Safety called upon local craftsmen to
supply the Continental Army.®

Barber’s homestead was in West Marlborough on the
northern side of Williams Pond (now known as Lake
Williams), on the road leading to Worcester (Figure 4).
It was probably chosen because of the fertile farmland
on the rising ground of the north shore, as well as the
waterfront access and panoramic views of the bluffs in
the distance. His saltbox house was reportedly built in
1740, although the exact date remains unknown, yet the
center chimney does bespeak antiquity (Figure 5). As
Barber’s 1798 tax records reveal, the structure was made
of wood, covered 700 square feet, stood two stories
high, was adorned with 16 windows or 81 square feet of
glass. There was a barn on the property 20 feet long by
14 wide, as well as a shop 20 feet long by 10 wide.”” Other
prominent families built farmhouses there in the first
decades after the Revolution.

BARBER’S REVOLUTIONARY WAR SERVICE

With respect to the American Revolution, Barber himself
had a highly credentialed résumé:

Sergeant, Capt. Daniel Barns’ co., which marched on
the alarm of April 19, 1775; service, 7 days; reported
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enlisted into the army April 26, 1775; also, Capt.
Barns's co., Col. Jonathan Ward’s regt.; muster roll
dated Aug. 1, 1775; enlisted April 26, 1775; service, 13
weeks 6 days; also, company return [probably Oct.,
1775] ; also, order for bounty coat or its equivalent

in money, dated Marlborough, Dec. 25, 1775; also,
1st Lieutenant, Capt. Robert Cutting's co., Col.
MclIntosh’s regt., Gen. Lovell’s brigade; enlisted Aug.
1,1778; discharged Sept. 13, 1778; service, 1 mo. 16
days, on an alarm at Rhode Island.?

Further information can be added to the Barber
military dossier from the testimony of Jonathan Brigham
in his application for a pension in 1832. To qualify, a
veteran had to state the times and places of his service,
in which units and under which officers, as well as the
specific engagements in which he had fought. The
deposition then had to be sworn to in a court of law
and seconded by two or more character witnesses.
Jonathan Brigham, testifying in the third person,

cites Barber as one of the first and foremost of
Marlborough patriots:

In the year 1774 he was residing in the town of
Marlborough, Middlesex County, Massachusetts.
The British troops were then in Boston and their fleet
lying off and blockading the harbor. Excitement was
high and the moment of actual hostilities constantly
anticipated by the inhabitants. Under these
circumstances, he, with others of his townsmen,
voluntarily formed themselves into a military
company...that he and the company to which he
belonged equipped themselves and met punctually
through the year two days each week for the purpose
of military exercise and improvement and, as a
minuteman, continued to serve until his regular
enlistment in the month of May, 1775, a period

of about one year and about one month. Among

his first companions in the service he recollects
Benjamin Stevens, John Loren, Ephraim Barber [italics
added], and Moses Roberts, who was afterwards
killed at the Battle of White Plains.”

When the news reached Marlborough that the British had
entered Concord on April 19,1775, the town rushed four
companies, or nearly 200 men, to the scene.?? Jonathan
Brigham'’s narrative is especially pertinent here in that

he details the events surrounding the Battles of Concord
and Lexington, in which Barber was known to have served
as a sergeant: s
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On the nineteenth of April, 1775, declarant, under
the same officers as the preceding year, marched to
Concord for the protection of the military stores on
the first notice of the hostile approach of the British
forces. Great efforts were made to keep secret the
march and the objects of these troops, but the battle
at Lexington roused the country. Declarant heard of
the affair at Lexington about nine or ten o’clock in
the forenoon and arrived at Concord, a distance of
about sixteen miles, at about two or three o’clock in
the afternoon. When declarant arrived, the British
had effected their object and were retreating, when
declarant and his company immediately pursued.
They could hear, as they advanced, various accounts
of the retreating foe. Sometimes they were told they
were nearly upon them and would then march upon
a run for some distance till other accounts would
induce them to believe they could not be overtaken
and would then resume their ordinary march. When
in pursuit, they saw numbers of dead bodies, as the
enemy'’s retreat was harassed by the yeomanry firing
upon them from behind walls, hedges, and buildings.?

Finally, Jonathan Brigham mentions another campaign in
which Barber participated, now as a lieutenant, and which
had not previously been recorded:

In the beginning of October 1777, when General
Burgoyne was advancing from the north and Sir
Henry Clinton from the south, threatening a total
dismemberment of the states, a call was made for
volunteers from Marlborough, where declarant was
still residing, to march against Burgoyne. Declarant
volunteered in this service, and a company of his
townsmen was organized under William Morse as
captain, and Ephraim Barber [italics added] and
Obadiah Bass, lieutenants, and declarant marched
with them through Springfield and Northampton,
Massachusetts, Brattleborough and Bennington,
Vermont, Hoosick and Cambridge to Saratoga, New
York, where they arrived two or three days before
the surrender of Burgoyne. Declarant’s regiment
was commanded by Colonel Reade on this occasion.
After the surrender of Burgoyne, declarant and

his regiment returned, having in their charge the
Hessian prisoners in one party and the British
prisoners in another, the regiment having divided
and taken different routes for that purpose. At
Charlestown in Massachusetts the regiment united,
but the British prisoners not being willing to go
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on in company with the Hessians, that part of the
regiment with which declarant was and who had the
Hessians in charge remained there until the other
party had first advanced, when they proceeded with
their prisoners to Winter Hill, near Boston, and then
returned to their homes.?

In the remaining war years, Barber may have been in
financial straits, for he sold land he had earlier acquired
in Marlborough, NH (formerly called Monadnock #5)%
to Jonathan Capron of Groton for £100. He is specifically
denominated a “clockmaker” in the deed, dated March
20,1778.7

Before the end of the war, in October 1781, Lieutenant
Barber and Elizabeth Crosby, both said to be of
Marlborough, were married in East Sudbury (now Wayland).?®
They were to have three children, William, Jonathan, and
Elizabeth, born in 1782, 1786, and 1789, respectively.?

BARBER’S CLOCKMAKING LEGACY

It is a matter of some perplexity that few Ephraim

Barber clocks have survived into modern times. And

yet, throughout the 19th century, he had an unrivalled,
almost mythic reputation in his community for his
workmanship. He himself reportedly “always insisted
that he should return in a thousand years after his death
to find his clocks running.”*® “One of them,” according

to a historian writing in 1873, “is patiently ticking away,
awaiting his coming, at the house of his grandson, J. A.
Barber, of Northfield, Mass. Of this clock marvellous
tales are told of supernatural interest in the affairs of the
family.”3" Shortly thereafter, another historian noted in
reference to Barber, “Many of his clocks are now, 1879,
still keeping good time.”®2 Yet another historian, at the
turn of the 20th century, contended: “No better eight-
day clocks were ever manufactured, and even to-day they
stand ticking all over the country. Only a short time ago
one of Marlborough’s citizens journeying abroad stepped
into a hostelry of England and much to his surprise and
pleasure saw ticking before him an old grandfather’s
clock made by ‘Ephraim Barber, Marlborough, New
England.”*® The hostelry story, unless a former Royalist
client had repatriated, seems farfetched and indeed it
has been cited as an example of New England folklore.®*
Nevertheless, there is little doubt that Barber cornered
the local horological market and that his wares enhanced
the décor of many a Marlborough home. At the “quarter
millennium” anniversary of the town, local versifier
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Martha L. Ames spoke of post-Revolution prosperity as if
owning a Barber clock were a common status symbol:

The long war ended; then a breathing space
Gave ample time for needed renovations...

The great East room was still its owner's pride:
A "Barber” clock one corner occupied,

A wee bird with an eye that never sleeps,

High on the dial still its vigil keeps.*®

Moreover, collector of yesteryear William Whiting

Nolen (1860-1923) did not disdain owning a Barber,

to go alongside several Willards and Mullikens. It was
described thus in an auction catalog: “Deeply molded
hood with arched door, enclosing silvered dial engraved
with American eagle and ‘Eph’'m Barber, Marlboro.
Long case with door. On molded pedestal. Height, 80
inches.”*® When the lot came up for bidding, the reporter
noted that “a bit of native philosophy,” found painted on
the inside of the waist door, brought guffaws from the
thronged auction-goers:

| am old and worn as my face appears

For I've walked on time for a hundred years.
Many have fallen, since | begun.

Many will fall ere my course is run.

| have buried the world with its joys and fears
In my long march of one hundred years.¥
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A Figure 6. The Barber house
currently. PHOTO COURTESY OF ERIN
LASORSA OF DOMICILE NEW ENGLAND.

<«Figure 7. Plaque in the Barber
house. PHOTO COURTESY OF ERIN
LASORSA OF DOMICILE NEW ENGLAND.
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The Marlborough Historical Society lists a Barber clock
in its database, entered circa 1981. However, a recent visit
to the society proved unfruitful, for the clock has gone
missing. Currently, the only known extant Barber is the
"Concord” clock.

As for Barber's former home, it came to be owned by
the Marlborough Historical Society. However, the land
on which the house stood was acquired by an insurance
company in the 1980s. The insurance agency planned
to demolish the structure and erect an office building
in its stead. Fortunately, in 1985, a couple from Danville,
NH, purchased the saltbox, took it apart, marked all
the posts, beams, floorboards, and paneling, so they
might be reassembled in their original placement, and
had the ensemble towed by flatbed truck to its current
location (Figures 6 and 7). Apparently, in the process of
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dismantlement and reconstruction, it was learned that
there had once been a blaze in the home, as charring was
discovered on some of the beams. Obviously, not every
original feature could be salvaged, and attempts were
made to supply what was missing with period materials.®

BARBER’S STANDING IN THE
MARLBOROUGH COMMUNITY

Ephraim and Elizabeth Barber joined the First
Congregational Church on August 30, 1783.% The date of
their church admission happened to coincide with—and
was undoubtedly prompted by—the birth of their first
child, William.*® They presented their son Jonathan for
baptism on May 30, 1786, and their daughter, Elizabeth,
on July 19,1789.4 The latent liberal orientation in the
westerly sections of Marlborough in matters of religion
became more pronounced in the early 1800s and soon
issued in Universalism, and eventually in Unitarianism.*
Barber was one of the leading signatories in the

petition filed with the state legislature in 1807 for the
incorporation of a new parish (granted in 1808).4* He was
also an early pewholder, paying $52.50 for the right.*
On the other hand, his interest in the breakaway parish
might have been out of parochial solidarity, for there is
no evidence that he ever signed the church covenant
(Figure 8).#

Barber’s exemplary Revolutionary War service certainly
gave him a certain cachet in Marlborough. As the war

South-eastern view of Marlberough.

Figure 8. Image of Marlborough from John Warner Barber's Massachusetts Historical
Collections (1839).
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drew to its close, he began to be styled a “gentleman”

in deeds.“® Moreover, he seems to have grown in stature
as a personage of unassailable character among his
fellow citizens, for he was thrice called upon to settle
estates. He thus served as executor for Deborah How

and Mary How, in 1796 and 1801, respectively.* The two
“spintress” sisters were distant relations of Barber—aunts
to his wife, Elizabeth.“® In 1801, he also served as executor
of Ephraim How's estate,* although his relation to Barber
is not evident.>® The task of an executor was onerous, for
it involved placing newspaper ads to give fair warning to
creditors,” as well as frequent trips to probate court in
Concord. In each instance, Barber is also titled in court
documents a “gentleman.”

On the threshold of 60 years, as a kind of apotheosis,
Barber was elected to represent Marlborough in the
General Court. He served from 1808-11.52 He took his
seat as a member of the Democratic-Republican party,>
and that at a time when the Federalists were suddenly
resurgent in Massachusetts, carrying both legislative
houses by a slight majority, due to the unpopularity of
Jefferson’s Embargo Act.> When a Federalist resolution
was introduced to condemn the act as unconstitutional,
Barber was one of 171 signatories of a “Republican
Protest.”>® He remained defined by his principles to

the end, as several obituaries trumpeted his political
proclivities: “a firm Republican and an honest man.”>

BARBER’S ECCENTRICITIES AND
TWILIGHT YEARS

Whether peddling his firearms and timepieces or
attending General Court, Barber seems to have had
the fortitude equal to his commitments. He was
described as “a good pedestrian, making nothing

of walking to and from Boston,"” a trek of some 60
miles. The topography of Marlborough is dominated
by rolling terrain, the most prominent feature being
Sligo Hill, which stands at nearly 600 feet. At one time,
the property belonged to a man named Bowker and
was called Bowker's Hill. Evidencing a pre-Romantic
sensibility worthy of a Rousseau, “When the Bowker
land was sold, Lieutenant Ephraim Barber the celebrated
clock maker bought a portion of the highest part of
the hill and used to say he ‘could get as near Heaven as
any person on his own land."”* The following passage
is also cited as an example of Yankee folklore, earning
Barber a place of honor among the section titled
“Local Characters":%
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Eccentric in conversation but most honest and
upright. He kept no horse and was one day carried
by a friend to a neighboring farmer to buy some rye.
“Come, Mr. Barber, come out to the barn to see it
measured.” “No,” was the reply, “rye is measured in
Heaven." He once owned a woodlot and arranged
with Gilbert Howe, another honest old man, to let
the latter cut his firewood from this lot, and as partial
return Mr. Howe was to pasture Mr. Barber’s cow.
After the various dicker accounts between these two
men had run on for years, they met one day upon
the street. Mr. Barber said, “"How do we stand?” “I
don’t know,” said Mr. Howe, “do you?” “No. Have you
had what you want?” “Yes. Have you?” "Yes."” "Call it
square.” “Agreed."?

Barber's twilight years were marred by sadness. His
daughter-in-law, Polly, wife of elder son, William, passed
away in 1815 at age 33.¢' The following year his son-in-law,
Nathaniel Hapgood, husband of his daughter, Elizabeth,
was accidentally killed at age 29 at the hand of a friend,
leaving behind his widow and four children.’? The
macabre details appeared in all the regional newspapers:

In Boxboro, by the accidental discharge of a fowling-
piece, Mr. Hapgood, merchant. A person came into
the Store of the deceased to fix the flint in his gun;
and while engaged in hammering it, it went off. The
ball entered the back part of Mr. H's head, and came
out of his forehead.s

The cruel turn of events may have hastened Barber's
own demise, which occurred on November 14, 1817, at
age 70. His passing was noted in a number of regional
papers,® many paying tribute to his wartime record and
government service: “an active patriot of the Revolution,
and late member of the General Court.”> His widow,
Elizabeth, moved to Northfield, MA, to live with their
younger son, Jonathan.® She died on October 31,1831,
atage72.

Barber’s Marlborough homestead and shop were then
occupied by his eldest son, William.*” He eventually
remarried in 1819 to Asenath Holman of Bolton.¢® William
eked out his existence as a watchmaker and engraver,
having presumably been trained by his late father. The
remnants of a watch paper still exist. The engraving of
the seated child, clasping a pocket watch in one hand
and reaching for a winged hourglass with the other, with
a globe and clock to the side of the child, would be his
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» Figure 10. The
sale of William
Barber's land as
advertised in the
Massachusetts
Spy, August 30,
1826. COURTESY

OF THE AMERICAN
ANTIQUARIAN SOCIETY.

| William Barber, late of Marlborough, in said

| eight cents, for the payment of his juét debts
'and dncidental charges. Said Real Estate is
| eitnated in the westerly part of said Maslbo- |
| reugh, north of the Pond, on the great County

<Figure 9.
William Barber
watch paper.
COURTESY OF

THE AMERICAN
ANTIQUARIAN SOCIETY.

' Public Vendue.
BA7ILL be sold, by._Li_cén_se of

Wy the Probate Court for the County of
‘Midd'esex, so much of the Real Estate of

County, deceased, as will raise the sum of six
bundred and seventy-three doilars and eizhty-

Road leading from Boston to Worcester, ancd
has heretofore been occupied by a Clock and
| Watch Maker, and is a good Stand for that
‘purpose, Sale to be at the premises, on Thurs-
day, the 21st day of September next, at two
‘o’clock in the afternoon. Conditions of sale
liberal. ELI RICE, “dm'r
b . de bonis non of suid Estale.
Marlborough, Aug. 15.

own handiwork (Figure 9). William Barber must have
garnered a modicum of respectability in his community,
for he was tapped to serve on the school committee in
the year of his passing,* in 1825 at age 43.7° Son William
F. Barber, also listed as an “engraver,” served as executor
of the estate,” although he expired the following year, in
1826, at age 22.72 Eli Rice, described as a "gentleman” of
Marlborough in the probate record,” was then appointed
to administer the estate, auctioning off what real estate
he could to cover the family’s debts, noting that it “has
heretofore been occupied by a Clock and Watch Maker,
and is a good Stand for that purpose” (Figure 10).” And so
the homestead passed out of the family.

At the end of the 19th century, Marlborough'’s city
fathers, in belated tribute to their American Revolution
soldiers, voted to place a $3 bronze marker on Lieutenant
Barber’s tomb in Brigham Cemetery.”> However, within a
decade, it appears no trace of Barber’s burial inscription
could be located by local antiquarians.”
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THE BARBER “CONCORD” CLOCK

An Ephraim Barber tall clock recently came up for
auction at Bonhams Skinner (Figure 11). It is the only
extant example currently known. It might be dubbed

the "Concord” clock because its pedigree can be
documented through several generations of Concordians
and may even be traced to Colonel James Barrett, as a
notice titled “Data of Clock” tacked to the inside of the
waist door claims:

Figure 11.
Ephraim
Barber

tall clock.
COURTESY
OF BONHAMS
SKINNER.
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The grandfather clock, a product of Ephraim Barber
of Marlboro, stood in the James Barrett house on
Barrett’s Mill Road when the British searched the
property, the 19t of April 1775. The clock remained
there for three generations until James’ grandson
Prescott, the son of Peter, bartered with Joe Clark of
Lowell Road for the possession of a cow in exchange
for the clock.

Thus the Barber clock entered the house on Lowell
Road, where it remained for three generations of
the Clark family, when it was acquired by Fred Tower,
a cousin of the last occupants, and a Clark on his
mother’s side. At his death, | was able to keep the
clock in the family—and now happily transfer the
possession to Richard Spaulding, who lives on land
where the worthy cow once grazed, and next door
to the house where the clock stood after leaving the
Barrett house.

Gladys R. Clark

July 25,1982

The most recent owner was Richard Spaulding (1935-
2017), a real estate developer with a special interest in
restoration of historic buildings (Figure 12). He was a
longtime trustee of the Concord Museum. Spaulding
also had a fascination for antiquarian horology, as he
explained while participating in the Concord Oral History
Program: “I had always as a hobby restored antique
American clocks, and | think that sort of gets ingrained in
your mind with the satisfaction of saving some old piece
of furniture or a mechanism such as an antique clock."”
It is not hard to deduce why Mrs. Clark handpicked
Spaulding to be the next worthy keeper of the family
heirloom, whether he personally lent credence to the
story of its historic provenance or not.

Gladys R. Clark (1892-1989) was something of a

Concord icon in her own right, both as a fount of
historical knowledge about the town and a repository of
local memorabilia (Figure 13).” She owned a manuscript
survey that Henry Thoreau had done for her grandfather
Daniel B. Clark (1819-74).7? She also possessed her
grandfather’s diary in which he records helping his
brother James move Thoreau’s Walden cabin across
town, using an ox team, to the Clark family farm in 18498
where it was used for grain storage and eventually fell
into disrepair.®' Daniel B. Clark was the nephew of Joseph
Clark (1786-1869), who purportedly had bartered with
Prescott Barrett for the Barber clock in exchange for

a cow.®
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<«Figure 12.
Richard
Spaulding
standing in
front of the

COURTESY OF
THE CONCORD
FREE PUBLIC
LIBRARY.

A Figure 13.
Gladys R. Clark. COURTESY OF THE CONCORD FREE PUBLIC LIBRARY.

<Figure 14. Fred A. Tower. COURTESY OF THE CONCORD FREE
PUBLIC LIBRARY.
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Barber house.

As Clark states in her “Data of the Clock,” she was able
to keep the Barber clock in the family after the demise
of Fred A. Tower (1871-1959), who was the grandson

of Joseph Clark (Figure 14).8 By profession, Tower was
the town “Republican” postmaster, trading duties with
a "“Democratic” postmaster, whenever the balance

of power shifted in Washington.® Tower was also a
trustee of the Concord Museum, a local historian,®> and
an amateur meteorologist, establishing the Weather
Bureau’s Concord Station in 1890 and sedulously
recording daily climatological observations for over 60
years.t In any event, Tower owned the Barber clock for
some 70 years and left his own typewritten notice in
1924 inside the waist door detailing its provenance: “The_
Old Clock. My grandfather, Joseph Clark, got it from
Prescott Barrett, in trade for a cow, about the year 1845.
It stood in the old Barrett house on Barrett’s Mill Road,
Concord at the time that house was searched for arms
and ammunition by British troops on the morning of
April 19,1775."

It is not uncommon for legends to arise about a family’s
“grandfather” clock, usually involving a grandiose or
picturesque past. At first blush, the Colonel James
Barrett story could well seem like the usual family
mythologization. However, the received tradition
concerning the Barber clock dates back well into the 19th
century. It is also corroborated by Abram English Brown
(1846-1909), a prolific writer of New England history.®
His was an age of intense interest in documenting and
preserving the nation’s past, and Brown investigated the
state of the ancestral Barrett homestead and its contents:

The Barrett house of to-day is very much the same
as in 1775. The end door through which the soldiers
of the king passed still swings on the time-honored
hinges, and the doorstone is the same as when
pressed by the feet of the enemy.. ..

After the death of Colonel James Barrett, this farm
went to his son Peter, who was twenty years of age at
the time of the invasion. He married Mary Prescott
of Danvers, and had seven children. During the years
of Peter’s possession, the farm was mortgaged; and
had it not been for another famous patriot the estate
would have been lost to the Barrett family. Roger
Sherman, the patriot of Connecticut, whose name
appears upon the Declaration of Independence,
having married a sister of Peter’s wife, came to the
rescue, and saved the historic estate.
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After the death of Peter, in 1808, his son Prescott
came into possession. He was born in 1788, married
twice, and had ten children, of whom George is the
present owner. He represents the seventh generation
of the family. The spinning-wheel and flax-wheel
which were kept humming in busy preparations for
the soldiers are still in the family possession; the
pewter tableware from which the soldiers lunched

is scattered throughout the families; while Peter’s
clock, exchanged for neighbor Joseph Clark’s cow, is
now owned in that family by Mr. Tower.

The story of the horological heirloom was evidently
current among Barrett and Clark descendants in

the ancestral neighborhood at the time of Brown's
inquiry (1890s), but one could well wonder about its
verisimilitude, for to modern eyes the clock-for-a-cow
exchange does not seem equal. And yet, according to
an 1808 inventory of Peter Barrett’s estate, he owned an
8-day clock valued at $30,% while among his “creatures
...in his pasture,” he owned four cows valued at $101 or
about $25 per beast, and among his “creatures at home
on his farm in Concord,” he owned seven cows and three
calves valued at $150 or about $21 per beast.”® Thus, the
values were roughly approximate at the time, though
Prescott Barrett appears now to posterity as belonging to
that category of human beings who sell their birthright
for a mess of porridge. Fellow townsman Henry Thoreau
would not have shared Prescott Barrett’s mercantile
sensibilities, for it is uncanny (was Thoreau privy to the
local scuttlebutt?) to see him, in the very same journal
entry in which he mentions crossing paths with Barrett,
muse about the charm of “old furniture”:

Getting over the wall ... the other day, | had gone a
few rods in the road when | met Prescott Barrett, who
observed, "Well, you take a walk round the square
sometimes.” So little does he know of my habits. |

go across lots over his grounds every three or four
weeks, but | do not know that | ever walked round the
square in my life.

How much more agreeable to sit in the midst of old
furniture like [George Prescott] Minott’s clock and
secretary and looking-glass, which have come down
from other generations, than in [sic] that which was
just brought from the cabinet-maker’s and smells
of varnish, like a coffin. To sit under the face of an
old clock that has been ticking one hundred and
fifty years, —there is something mortal, not to say
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immortal, about it! A clock that began to tick when
Massachusetts was a province.”

In any event, the value at which Prescott Barrett’s
livestock was appraised—significantly higher than

the new timepieces mentioned in his probate—would
indicate the comparative value of the Barber clock still
later in the 19th century: "Williams heifer,” $20; “Derham
heifer,” $23; “Crosseyed heifer,” $25; “old black cow,” $30;
“Temple cow,” $20; “Lineback cow,” $25; “old Ayrshire
cow,” $23; "Comstock cow,” $28; “Shattuck cow,” $30;
“Brindle cow,” $25; “Flanders cow,” $23; etc., in addition
to a pair of oxen.”> Now if Prescott Barrett appears

to have been something of a cattle connoisseur, and
indeed he was known to have taken part in “ploughing
matches,””? Joseph Clark was not to be outdone as a
bovine aficionado in his own right, for he won a prize for
the third-best “milch cow” in another competition.” In
short, both men took their livestock seriously and it is not
unreasonable to believe that the two neighbors would do
business in that commodity (Figure 15).

The further one searches back in time, the more elusive
the documentation becomes. Curiously, Colonel

James Barrett's probate record mentions neither clock
nor watch. After his wife’s death, his “House Hold
Furniture” was to be divided among his daughters, while
his remaining “Buildings and Lands” were to go to his
youngest son, Peter Barrett.”® Clearly, some of Colonel
James Barrett’s holdings had been disposed of prior to his
will, for he had already provided his three older sons with
farms.? These transfers of property to his offspring were
not always recorded.” And as scholars have shown, there
were sometimes “both accidental and deliberate cases
of non-reporting” in estates,’® for which the reasons
varied. As for Colonel James Barrett's personal effects,
some important items also went unmentioned in his will.

Figure 15. Detail of a map published in 1906 showing locales mentioned by Thoreau in
his journals.
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For instance, his “broadsword” wound up in the hands
of great-great-grandson Edwin S. Barrett (1833-98),
who donated it to the Concord Antiquarian Society.”
Nevertheless, it is inconceivable that Colonel James
Barrett, the veritable “scion of the most prestigious
family in town,”° did not have a timepiece to regulate
his demanding public life as commanding officer of the
Third Middlesex Regiment, Concord'’s representative to
the General Court, and overseer of a 150-acre farm.”" As
probate records reveal, a timepiece was de rigueur for
every other personage of standing in the community at
the time. 102

Concord was a small farming town of some 1,500 souls
(or 265 households) on the eve of the Revolution' and
did not yet have a clockmaking industry, which only
began to flourish in the 1790s.14 In order to procure a
clock movement, Colonel James Barrett could have
feasibly turned to the Lexington shop of Nathaniel
Mulliken Jr. (1752-76), where, incidentally, Ephraim Barber
may have trained. Instead, it appears Barrett looked
southward to Marlborough, which was only 15 miles away.
There were already well-established trade networks
between Concord and Marlborough. In 1755 and 1758,
esteemed Concord cabinetmaker Joseph Hosmer (1735-
1821) is recorded delivering furniture in Marlborough,
where he also fetched himself a spouse.'® To be sure,
Hosmer's busy shop was the most likely candidate to
have made the case for the Barber “Concord” clock in
question here, since he was already making cases for

the Mullikens.'¢ The intrinsic evidence of the clock itself
indicates that it was made pre-Revolution. As mentioned
earlier, there is a similarity in the facial-profile motif
found on the upper-corner spandrels on some Benjamin
Willard dials dating to the early 1770s. The most telling
feature, however, is the rocking ship in the upper arch
that is flying a British Red Ensign, which was widely used
on colonial and British merchant ships during the colonial
period (Figure 16).% Suffice it to say, neither Barber nor
Colonel James Barrett—two of the most unassailable of
unassailable patriots—would have countenanced British
insignia in any form after the Revolution.

The evidence may be deemed circumstantial, but it does
point to the Barber clock standing in the Colonel James
Barrett house on April 19, 1775: (1) the clock dates back

to the early 1770s; (2) it has a documented northwest-
Concord provenance from a time when serious research
about the nation’s past was beginning to be conducted;
and (3) both Barrett and Clark descendants corroborated,
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Figure 17. Sketch of the Colonel James House drawn in 1851, when it was occupied by
Prescott Barrett, from Benson |. Lossing, The Pictorial Field-Book of the Revolution (New
York: Harper & Brothers,1855), 526.

or least did not deny, the published reports of the
cow-for-a-clock exchange between Prescott Barrett

and Joseph Clark. It is thus permitted to believe that the
Barber clock was indeed an “eyewitness” to the dramatic
events at the start of the American Revolution (Figure
17). These included the British presenting their orders

to Mrs. James Barrett to search her house “from top to
bottom,” their subsequent demand to be supplied with
refreshments, compensating her by casting coins into her
lap, at which she reportedly quipped: “This is the price of
blood.” They then began to rough up her son Stephen,
denouncing him as a “rebel,” but abruptly withdrew
"when the firing at the bridge was heard.”%®
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102. Barrett’s brother, Deacon Thomas Barrett (1707-79), gave
his son Amos his clock, although the value is not indicated
(Middlesex County Probate Records, 1273:3); town clerk
Ephraim Wood (1733-1814) had an 8-day clock valued at $30
(Middlesex County Probate Records, 25434:16); Dr. Timothy
Minot (1726-1801) had an 8-day clock valued at $45 (Middle-
sex County Probate Records, 15249:10); and Dr. Abel Prescott
(1718-1805) had a gold watch valued at $45 and a clock at
$20 (Middlesex County Probate Records, 18041:11-12).

103. See Gross, The Minutemen and Their World, 3.

104. Joseph Mulliken (1765-1802) was at work in Concord in 1791,
followed by brothers Daniel Munroe Jr. (1775-1859) and
Nathaniel Munroe (1777-1861) who were at work in Concord
in 1796 and 1798, respectively. See Clockmakers of Concord,
Massachusetts As Gathered at the Concord Antiquarian Mu-
seum, 17 April to 25 May 1966, 150th Anniversary of the Gi-
randole (Concord, MA: Concord Antiquarian Society, 1966), 1.

105. See Gross, The Minutemen and Their World, 99-100. See
also Josephine Hosmer, “Memoir of Joseph Hosmer,” in The
Centennial of the Social Circle in Concord, March 21, 1882
(Cambridge, MA: Riverside Press, 1882), 114-19.

106. Hosmer is listed as a creditor in Nathaniel Mulliken Sr.'s
estate and thus likely made clock cases for him; Middlesex
County Probate Records, 1767,15647:18.

107 1 owe this insignia information to Don N. Hagist, managing
editor of Journal of the American Revolution. The initial
Skinner’s-Bonham condition report of the Ephraim Barber
clock cautioned that the rocking ship might be an “add-on.”
However, the movement was carefully examined by Bob
Frishman, who determined that the rocking ship was original
and integral to the movement.

108. These recollections are based on Lemuel Shattuck’s
interview of daughter-in-law Mary Prescott Barrett in 1831:
A History of the Town of Concord (Boston: Russell, Odiorne,
and Co., 1835), 109.
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Languages, and Linguistics at Gordon College in Wenham, MA.
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