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Editor’s Introduction: The Battle of Bunker Hill, fought on June 17, 1775 
in Charlestown (now part of Boston), was the first major battle of the American 
Revolution. Although the British eventually forced the colonial militias to flee, 
their victory was tempered by heavy British losses. The battle forcefully demon-
strated that inexperienced militia were capable of standing up to regular army 
troops and lent significant encouragement to the revolutionary cause. Fifty years 
later, however, Bunker Hill became the site of a different type of battle: in 1825, 
partisans proffered contradictory claims regarding the identity of the first man 
to die and thus give his life to the Patriot cause. In this fascinating article, Dr. 
Damon DiMauro explores how “the verbal jousting over public memory . . . served 
as something of a proxy for latent conflicts on the Massachusetts political scene.”

A brief summary of events helps to put this later “war” in context. The Battle 
of Bunker Hill took place two months after the battles of Lexington and Concord 
(April 19, 1775). By June, more than 15,000 colonial troops had assembled near 
Boston to confront the British army of 5,000 stationed there. On June 13, colonial 
leaders learned that British General Thomas Gage was planning to send troops to 
fortify the unoccupied hills surrounding the city, which would give them control of 
Boston Harbor. In response, 1,200 colonial troops under the command of Colonel 
William Prescott stealthily occupied Bunker Hill and Breed’s Hill. During the 
night they constructed fortifications on Breed’s Hill, as well as smaller fortified 
lines across the Charlestown Peninsula, thereby giving their artillery command 
over much of Boston and its approaches. 
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The Battle of Bunker Hill by John Trumbull (1786)
In modern accounts of the battle, Asa Pollard’s death barely earns a passing 
sentence, overshadowed by that of Boston’s beloved Dr. Joseph Warren. 
Warren was the undisputed hero of the day and became the embodiment 
of the young nation’s sacrifice. Painter John Trumbull wrote: “This painting 
represents the moment when (the Americans having expended their 
ammunition) the British troops became completely successful and masters 
of the field. At this last moment, Gen. Warren was killed by a musket ball 
through the head. The principal group represents him expiring, a soldier 
on his knees supports him, and with one hand wards off the bayonet of a 
British grenadier . . . Near the side of the painting is seen Gen. Putnam, 
reluctantly ordering the retreat of these brave men.”

OPPOSITE PAGE: Watching the Fight by Winslow Homer
From the rooftops of Boston, civilians watched as British soldiers were 
rowed across the Mystic River; sitting motionless in their scarlet coats, their 
bayonets glittering in the sun. It took six hours for the British to organize 
their force of 1,500 men and load them onto 28 large barges. At 1:00 p.m. 
the British ships in the harbor intensified their bombardment to cover the 
soldiers’ landing.
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Burning of Charlestown During the Battle of Bunker Hill

Engraving by Paul Revere, 1775

The Battle of Bunker Hill: Watching the Fight from Copp’s Hill 

Engraving by Winslow Homer, 1875
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By daybreak on June 17, the British became aware of the colonial forces. 
Overconfident, they ferried troops across the Charles River, landed on the tip of 
the Charlestown peninsula, and attacked the American emplacement head on. 
The colonists successfully repulsed the first two assaults, inflicting significant Brit-
ish casualties. On their third assault, however, the British succeeded in capturing 
the hill after the colonists ran out of ammunition. They were forced to retreat, 
leaving the British in control of the strategic peninsula. Although the battle was a 
tactical victory for the British, it was also a cautionary and sobering experience; 
the British incurred many more casualties, including officers. An estimated 450 
Americans were killed, wounded, or captured, whereas the number of British 
killed or wounded totaled 1,054, including 89 officers. 

The following article has little to say about the battle itself or its military 
ramifications, which have been amply documented by historians. Instead, Dr. Di 
Mauro begins his tale in 1825 at the semi-centennial of the battle, at which time 
the cornerstone for the Bunker Hill Monument was laid (although it would take 
another seventeen years to complete). His argument builds on an earlier article by 
Robert E. Cray titled “Bunker Hill Refought: Memory Wars and Partisan Con-
flicts, 1775-1825” published in HJM (Winter 2001). Dr. Cray had explored the 
“memory wars” relative to the military reputations of two patriot icons, General 
Israel Putnam and General Henry Dearborn. This dispute was also a proxy for 
latent Federalist-Republican antagonisms. 

Dr. DiMauro explores how this war of words extended to the fight over who 
should be recognized as the “first to fall” at Bunker Hill. In addition to the intrin-
sic worth of establishing who was, indeed, the first casualty, he argues that there is 
historiographic value in demonstrating how partisanship can color the interpreta-
tion of available evidence. Thus, even though Asa Pollard rarely earns more than a 
passing sentence in even book-length accounts of the battle, the quest to determine 
the “truth” behind competing claims provides revealing insights into the nation’s 
earliest partisan divides. Dr. Di Mauro teaches French language and literature at 
Gordon College. He is a Renaissance-Reformation specialist by training but writes 
on a wide variety of subjects.

*  *  *  *  *
Between the fog of war and the mists of time, the name of the first soldier 

to fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill seemed to have escaped the collective 
memory of aging veterans as the semi-centennial celebration of the events 
of June 17, 1775 approached. The sudden realization of this lacuna in 
the nation’s narrative must be set against the backdrop of Massachusetts’ 
“memory wars.” In the run-up to 1825, public commemorations of the 
Battle of Bunker Hill had stirred strong emotions and had become a 
battlefield—“with pens instead of swords”—as former combatants, writers, 
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and political figures found themselves embroiled in controversy over the 
military reputations of two patriot icons, General Israel Putnam (1718-90) 
and General Henry Dearborn (1751-1829). The battle had been joined in 
1818 when Dearborn had authored a memoir about the battle of Bunker 
Hill in which he depreciated the role of “Old Put,” accusing him of inept 
leadership. The extended relations of both men were drawn into the conflict 
to preserve family honor. The verbal jousting over public memory also served 
as something of a proxy for latent conflicts on the Massachusetts political 
scene, as Federalists and Republicans sought to advance their respective 
causes through surreptitious means.1 

However anomalistic the Putnam-Dearborn dispute may have been in 
the so-called “Era of Good Feelings,” it came nonetheless as a revealing 
testament to the nation’s Revolutionary nostalgia and the desire to do justice 
to the “Spirit of ‘76.” By 1825, Federalist hegemony was on the wane in 
Massachusetts and Republicans were ascendant nationally. Somehow, the 
two warring factions managed to put aside their differences and worked 
together for the common good in establishing a Bunker Hill Memorial. 
There was thus a détente between the Putnam and Dearborn camps, or was 
there? Upon closer inspection, there is evidence to suggest that partisanship 
may have again colored the memory of past events. 

To set the stage, as the cornerstone was about to be laid for the monument 
signaling “the spot to future generations, where our ancestors fought the 
good fight of freedom,” considerable anxiety existed with respect to fading 
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Gen. Israel Putnam (1718-90) and Gen. Henry Dearborn (1751-1829)
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memories. The attempt to save “from oblivion the thousand little incidents of 
the Revolutionary War, which are rapidly descending to the tomb with those, 
who, alone are their depositaries” especially pertained to the identity of the 
first man slain on Bunker Hill. To that effect, in May 1823, a certain Major 
Abraham Butterfield (1768-1857) penned a letter in which he related the 
memories of Bunker Hill hero Colonel William Prescott (1726-95). It was 
published in several New England newspapers and reprinted in the Boston 
Patriot and Daily Chronicle in June 1825. He claimed that:

The first man who fell in the battle of Bunker Hill was killed by 
a cannon ball which struck his head. He was so near me that my 
clothes were besmeared with his blood and brains, which I wiped 
off in some degree with a handful of fresh earth. The sight was so 
shocking to many of the men that they left their posts and ran to 
view him. I ordered them back, but in vain. I then ordered him 
to be buried instantly; when a man, who from his appearance I 
judged to be a subaltern officer, came up and throwing his arms 
around me exclaimed “Dear Colonel, are you going to bury him 
without sending for a minister and having prayers?”

I replied, “This is the first man that has been killed, and the only 
one that will be buried to-day. I put him out of sight that the men 
may be kept in their places. God only knows who, or how many 
of us, will fall before it is over. To your post, my good fellow, and 
to your duty.”

Butterfield concluded, however, that the man’s identity was never 
ascertained: “Who it was that fell the first victim on that altar will probably 
never be known.” If it were, he opined, “his name ought to be handed down 
with that of Warren, as long as Bunker Hill shall continue to be an eminence.” 
According to his reckoning, “If that ball had fallen a few feet differently, it 
might have produced a serious effect on the result of that battle.”2 

THE POLLARD CLAIM

Within a few weeks of Butterfield’s letter, the editors of the Newburyport 
Herald had a scoop! Someone claimed to know the ill-starred first casualty’s 
name, after all. They noted that:
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We published in our last, a letter from a Major in the Revolutionary 
War, who was present at the battle of Bunker Hill, in which it will 
be recollected was an anecdote of circumstances attending the 
death and burial of the first victim of that event. It was stated 
that his name has not been and probably will not be ascertained.

However, the editors now claimed to have found an anonymous ”gentleman 
informant.” The paper reported that:

A gentleman, who was a spectator of the contest, however, has 
informed us, that it was generally understood at the time, that his 
name was POLLARD, the son of an inn-holder in Billerica, and 
that he came to his death by a cannon-ball discharged from the 
frigate Somerset. Of the correctness of this belief, our informant 
observes there can be but little doubt.3

The seeds of mistrust are sometimes sown in sparse details. Butterfield 
did not claim he had been an eyewitness to the battle. This would have 
been highly unlikely, since he was only seven at the time. It is also rather 
irregular that the Newburyport Herald did not name the “informant,” who 
had purportedly been “a spectator of the contest.” The anonymity of the 
“gentleman” in question is all the more suspect in that there were several 
Newburyport survivors of the battle who had attended commemorations and 
could have lent their names to the above notice.4 In any event, five days later, 
a Boston daily also bruited the discovery, “It is said the name of the first man 
killed at Bunker Hill was Pollard, son of an innkeeper at Billerica. He was 
struck by a cannon ball from the frigate Somerset.” The news item was picked 
up verbatim by several other New England papers.5

THE POLLARD-PIKE BATTLE IS JOINED

The Pollard attribution ignited another “memory war.” Almost 
immediately, an anonymous letter appeared in the Maine Gazette citing the 
recollections of a “respectable source” and named a competing initial victim 
of the Battle of Bunker Hill. The writer began, “Though I see it stated in 
the Boston Patriot of Wednesday, that the first man killed in the Battle of 
Bunker-hill was ------ Pollard, of Billerica, with due deference for its usual 
correctness, we believe that paper to be incorrect in this instance.” He then 
went on to report that: 

The First to Fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill
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A gentleman by whom every important particular in the history 
of that desperate day is still freshly remembered, informs us, that 
“the first man who fell in our lines on the memorable 17th of June, 
1775, was SIMEON PIKE, a much esteemed and promising 
young man, aged 22 years; only son of James Pike, of Haverhill, 
East Parish. Isaac (afterwards Col.) Whittier and Paul Hardy, of 
Amesbury, were at his side, when a cannon ball from the enemy, 
raked the earth which had been thrown from a trench they were 
then digging, struck the head of Pike and killed him instantly—
the top of the head having been so taken off, that the brains were 
seen quivering long after he fell.” 

The anonymous letter writer concluded that:

In consideration of the respectable source whence this account is 
derived, we cannot refuse to it our credence, and it is especially 
a duty to communicate it, when the gleaners of Bunker-hill 
facts are laudably endeavoring to preserve for fame, incidents, 
all knowledge of which, now existing only in memory, must 
else soon perish along with the few surviving individuals who 
participated in the sufferings, perils, and are justly entitled to a 
share in the glory of that well-fought field.6

Once again, the reference to an unnamed source—a rival “gentleman,” 
as it were—might raise suspicions as well. It should be noted here that 
the author speaks of the “usual correctness” of the Boston Patriot, a noted 
Republican-leaning paper, which in turn printed the letter verbatim in its 
own pages four days later. At least five other newspapers, as far away as 
Washington, DC, followed suit, while the Haverhill Gazette simply noted, 
with civic pride for the native son’s heroic, yet dreadful distinction: “The 
Maine Gazette mentions Simeon Pike, of Haverhill, was the first man killed 
at Bunker Hill.”7

At this point, having broken the news about Pollard, the Newburyport 
Herald doubled down and appealed to a backwater New Hampshire paper to 
circumstantiate their story:

The Concord Register confirms the account we published a few 
days since, that Asa Pollard, of Billerica, was the first man killed 
on Bunker-Hill. He was killed by a cannon-ball before the battle 
had actually commenced on the part of the Americans. Being 
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fatigued with his march and the labors of the night, preparatory 
to the battle, he was resting on the ground, when the ball struck 
his head, while in a horizontal position, and battered him literally 
to pieces.8

It is significant here that Pollard’s given name, Asa, is disclosed for the 
first time. The story in the Concord Register has not been located, so it is not 
clear what corroborating evidence had come to the fore, but the description 
of Pollard “resting on the ground . . . while in a horizontal position” might 
have seemed at odds with the original Prescott account which had placed the 
first casualty but a “few feet” away: “He was so near me that my clothes were 
besmeared with his blood and brains, which I wiped off in some degree with 
a handful of fresh earth.”

In any event, it bears pointing out that the Newburyport Herald was a 
notoriously Federalist-leaning newspaper. As early as 1809, it had begun 
referring to Federalists as the “American Party” and to Republicans as 
the “French Party,” in an attempt to link Jeffersonians to the excesses of 
the French Revolution. From 1818 to 1825, it so happens that William 
Lloyd Garrison (1805-79) was an apprentice typesetter and writer (under 
the pseudonym Aristides) for the Newburyport Herald. This paper, as one 
historian has noted, “supported every and any attempt to breathe life into 
the moribund Federalist Party.” With degenerate Jeffersonians as his target, 
Garrison was already honing his renowned lighting-rod skills, for, in the 
words of a biographer, “His power of arousing uncontrollable disgust was a 
gift, like magic; and he seems to sail upon it as a demon upon the wind.”9

SUMNER & FOSTER ENTER THE FRAY: POLLARD 
& WARREN’S DEFENDERS vs. “THE HISTORIAN”       
(BENJAMIN WATERHOUSE)

By late summer 1825, yet another skirmish in the “memory wars” had 
broken out. William H. Sumner (1780-1861), Adjutant General of the 
Commonwealth Militia, while making a public toast at the State House on 
July 4, had related the dying words of General Warren: “I am a dead man; 
fight on, my brave fellows, for the salvation of your country.” The authenticity 
of this statement was apparently disputed by Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse 
(1754-1846), writing under the pseudonym “Historian.” 

Sumner had obtained an affidavit from a Bunker Hill veteran named 
Amos Foster, who, in fact, had been the original source for the statement. 
Sumner then had it printed in the Boston Patriot. Foster not only reaffirmed 
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the statement, but now likewise claimed, “I was close by Asa Pollard when he 
was killed. He was the first man that was killed. The ball struck the ground 
and hopped along before it struck him. Mr. Benjamin Baldwin rolled him 
up in a blanket and they carried him off and buried him.” Baldwin would 
have been close to Asa Pollard since both were Billerica men in the same 
regiment under General Ebenezer Bridge, although Baldwin was deceased by 
the time of the affidavit and could in no wise corroborate it. Foster himself 
was from neighboring Tewksbury and served in the same regiment, so he 
could plausibly claim to have been close to the pair as well.

Although Foster had no motive to fabricate the details of the Pollard story, 
he might have been under considerable 
pressure to back up Warren’s purported 
last words. To be sure, Sumner, in 
countering Waterhouse, had leaned 
heavily upon the veracity of Foster: 
“It is evident that Historian was not 
present at the table, as the toast was 
there given upon the authority of Mr. 
Amos Foster of Tewksbury . . . from 
whose mouth the words were taken.” 
Thus, Foster, having stuck out his neck 
to certify one of the iconic statements 
of the Revolutionary War, may have 
felt obliged to prove his powers of 
recollection. 

The Warren and Pollard stories 
were now inextricably linked, for 
calling into question the veracity 
of the one would entail calling into 
question the veracity of the other. In 
his affidavit, Foster also appears as 
something of a name-dropper: “I knew 
Dr. Warren before that day; had seen 
him among the troops at Cambridge 
. . . I knew Gen. Putnam and Col. 
Prescott well.” Moreover, Foster’s 
testimony, which portrayed Putnam 
as in command, solicitous to return 
Prescott’s entrenching tools, was bound 
to be contentious and raise Republican 

Col. Prescott Statue, 
Charlestown

This nine-foot statue stands in front 
of the Bunker Hill Monument. 
Photo c. 1900
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hackles: “I saw Putnam riding round very active—I saw him ten times at 
least, I should think. Putnam went off with David Bailey and a number of 
others and took tools with them to entrench on Bunker’s Hill, but a number 
of them came back again.”10

It is here that the larger political undertones of the dispute begin to 
emerge. For what it may be worth, Sumner was the son of Federalist governor 
Increase Sumner (who served 1797–99) and the aide-de-camp of two other 
Federalist governors, Caleb Strong (1813-16) and John Brooks (1816-18). As 
for Waterhouse, co-founder of Harvard Medical School, he was an outspoken 
critic of the “Essex Junto,” the mainspring of latter-day Federalism, and 
he was known to have collaborated intimately with Thomas Jefferson in 
distributing a smallpox vaccine.

The Sumner rebuttal with Foster’s testimony was widely circulated in 
other papers. It was deemed so conclusive that an unsigned letter (though 
attributed to former naysayer Dr. Benjamin Waterhouse himself) appeared 
in the Boston Patriot less than a week later and begrudgingly acknowledged 
Sumner’s vindication. Though the context is Warren’s heroism, what is 
significant is that the letter now added a political dig against Putnam—i.e. 
that the Federalist icon had left the redoubt on Breed’s Hill in a weakened 
state. At the same time, Waterhouse provided new details in the ever-
morphing Pollard story:

On this particular subject, it may not be amiss to mark a particular 
and illustrative remark, viz. that every account, and among them 
General Sumner’s, tends to confirm the narrative of the Battle 
of Bunker written by Major General Dearborn, especially the 
incidental, or circumstantial observation of Amos Foster . . .

“Putnam went off with David Bailey, and a number of others; 
and they took tools with them to entrench on Bunker Hill; but a 
number of them came back again.” [to Breed’s Hill where the 
battle was raging.] This is precisely Gen. Dearborn’s account of 
it, which has been corroborated by Gov. Eustis, and confirmed by 
his friend the late Mr. Andrew Craigie, who were both together 
on the hill, and assisted in burying Asa Pollard; and who saw 
Colonel Putnam very active, riding about.” (Italics in original.)

Perhaps Waterhouse surmised that because Craigie and Eustis had served 
as “medical men” on Bunker Hill, they would naturally have attended to the 
first casualty there. However, the former had died in 1818 and the latter in 
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February 1825, so they were in no position to confirm or deny the assertion 
about burying Pollard.11 

REASSERTING SIMEON PIKE’S CLAIM

It was perhaps the invocation of Dearborn’s imprimatur in the expanded 
claims relative to Asa Pollard that inspired the “gentleman,” cited as the 
“respectable source” in the Maine Gazette, to champion the rival cause of 
Simeon Pike as the first to shed his blood on Bunker Hill. The letter was 
penned on the exact date of the Waterhouse article, August 15, 1825, from 
Hallowell, Maine to the New England Farmer: The author noted that in 
June he had seen in a Boston newspaper “that a gentleman at Machias had 
mentioned the death of a man who was the first person killed in Bunker hill 
fight; and that Col. Prescott ordered him buried immediately; but that he did 
not know the person’s name.” The author continued:

Perhaps such information as I received from those engaged in 
that battle, who were eye witnesses, may throw some light on 
the subject. Isaac Whittier, Paul Hardy, John Hoyt, David 
Huntington were my neighbours, when I lived at Amesbury, and 
told me they were close to the first man who was killed by a 
cannon ball from Boston,—that it took off the whole top of his 
head, the contents of which were scattered upon them. 

He concluded that:

This man was from Haverhill, and a person with whom they were 
well acquainted. His name was Simeon Pike, and he was about 
23 years of age. I knew him very well, and have no doubt but he 
was the first man killed on that day. Those men I have mentioned 
are all now dead.12

This time the letter was signed, by a certain “J. Wingate.” Many of the details 
he provides here repeat those cited in the Maine Gazette article.

Simeon Pike was born in Newbury, Massachusetts, on August 16, 1747. 
His father, James, was originally from Newbury, whereas his mother, Anne 
George, was from Haverhill. As the anonymous writer of the article in the 
Maine Gazette had noted, James Pike settled in Haverhill’s “East Parish,” 
where he operated a tavern until his decease in 1811. The dwelling is still 
standing and is known to this day as the Old Pike Tavern.13
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Simeon Pike enlisted on February 27, 1775 and took part in Haverhill’s 
regiment of “Minute-men, which marched on the alarm of April 19, 1775.” 
Pike did indeed fall on Bunker Hill, for he was “reported killed on June 
17, 1775.” In further proof thereof, as early as 1776, Simeon Pike is listed 
on the so-called “Coat Rolls,” since an overcoat had been ordered by the 
Continental Congress as part of the soldier’s pay, which, in the event of his 
demise, became the property of his heirs:

Haverhill. March 1, 1776. To the Committee of Clothing. Please 
to pay to Jonathan Webster Esq. twenty five shillings which was 
allowed in the room of a Bounty Coat to my late husband Simeon 
Pike killed in the fight at Bunker Hill and you will oblige yours to 
serve Mary Pike also certified to by the selectmen of Haverhill.14

On several occasions later on, Mary Pike, following Congressional acts 
passed for the relief of widows of deceased soldiers, had petitioned for a 
pension. The Committee on Revolutionary Petitions of the 27th Congress 
noted in 1840 that under the current pension law she did not qualify:

The husband of the petitioner having died in the service within 
two months after the first blood was spilt in our glorious 
Revolution, and being one of the earliest martyrs in the cause, 
excludes the petitioner from the benefit of those acts which have 
been passed by Congress for the relief of widows of deceased 
soldiers, founded upon a definite period of service.

As if righting an egregious wrong, the Committee continued:

It cannot be denied, however, that the merit of her claim is 
infinitely greater than that of many who have received pensions 
founded upon a service by their husbands of six months’ military 
duty. This woman’s husband sacrificed his life in the cause of 
his country when as yet the hope was scarcely indulged that 
the struggle then commenced would result in our national 
independence. 

They concluded that, “By this bereavement the petitioner was left . . . a 
destitute mother with two young children” and had subsequently “remained 
a widow” for more than “66 years.” In the committee’s opinion, “few stronger 
claims have been presented for the bounty of the Government.”15

The First to Fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill
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"James Pike’s Horn"
Chicago History Museum, ICHi-076664

Pike’s Tavern, East Broadway, Haverhill, 1938
Source: Trustees of the Haverhill Public Library, Special Collections
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The petition also included an affidavit from Simeon’s late brother, James 
Pike Jr., who had served in the same Haverhill company and had been at 
Bunker Hill as well. James Jr. was a veteran of some renown, having marched 
on the alarm of April 19, 1775 and having been wounded himself on Bunker 
Hill. James Pike, Jr. does not appear to have taken part in any of the Bunker 
Hill semi-centennial commemorative events, nor to have been aware of the 
controversy surrounding the first soldier slain. He only resurfaced in 1833 to 
request a pension. Coincidentally, James Jr. happened to be responsible for 
one of the most famous artifacts to emerge from the Revolutionary War in 
general and from the Battle of Bunker Hill in particular, the “James Pike’s 
Powder Horn.”

The powder horn was carved by Pike “at Somersworth [NH], March 
ye 12, 1776.” It depicts six British soldiers on the left, who are described 
as “Regulars, the Aggressors 19 Apr. 1775.” They are shown attacking the 
“Liberty Tree” in the middle. On the right are five soldiers described as the 
“Provincials defending” the tree.16

JOSEPH WINGATE MUDDIES THE WATERS: HIS CLAIM ON 
BEHALF OF SIMEON PIKE

Though Simeon Pike was clearly “one of the earliest martyrs in the cause,” 
the only indication that he was the first among many to fall on Bunker Hill is 
second hand—coming from the letter signed “J. Wingate” in the New England 
Farmer. This individual was surely the “gentleman” source for the original 
Maine Gazette article as well. He claims to have received the information 
“from those engaged in that battle, who were eye witnesses.” These veterans 
were “Isaac Whittier, Paul Hardy, John Hoyt, David Huntington.” They 
were said to be his “neighbours, when [he] lived at Amesbury.” He further 
claims to have known Pike “very well, and have no doubt but he was the first 
man killed on that day.”17

Based on the provenance of the letter—Hallowell, Maine—it seems 
likely that the first initial “J.” stood for Joseph. Joseph Wingate (1751-1826) 
was the son of the Rev. Paine Wingate (1703-86), longtime pastor of the 
Second Congregational Church in West Amesbury (now Merrimac). His 
brother, Paine Wingate, Jr. (1739–1838), was a very prominent Federalist 
and had a long career in politics and the judiciary, serving not only as a 
delegate to the Continental Congress, but later as a U.S. Congressman and 
Senator. Even so, the Wingate family was sharply divided along political 
lines. Another brother, William (1745-1821), was somewhat of a wild-eyed 
Republican, writing several rambling letters to Thomas Jefferson, who 
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actually replied on three occasions. William’s son Moses (1769-1870), as the 
Democratic-Republican candidate, was the Haverhill representative to the 
State Legislature from 1820-23 and again in 1827.18

Joseph Wingate could reasonably claim to have met Simeon Pike 
frequently in his youth. The two were contemporaries and, since West 
Amesbury bordered East Haverhill, they would have grown up in the same 
vicinage. Wingate also had deep roots in East Haverhill: his wife Judith 
Carr hailed from there; elder brother Joshua had resided there from 1776-
96; elder sister Mary had married Ephraim Elliott and they inhabited the 
famed Peaslee Garrison House (1710). Finally, another sister Abigail had 
married Henry Ingalls and they resided there in another renowned residence 
still standing known as the Countess House. Joseph Wingate and his wife 
raised all ten of their children in West Amesbury. In 1800, they removed to 
Hallowell, Maine, where he became familiarly known as “Farmer Wingate” 
because he owned and operated a successful farm.19

In justifying Simeon Pike’s place in history, it is not immediately 
apparent that Joseph Wingate had a hidden agenda. Although half a century 
after the fact, he simply reported what he believed to be accurate. But what 
of the author of the Maine Gazette article who had originally pushed the 
Simeon Pike counter-narrative? His discursive “I” was written on behalf of a 
collective “we” and “us”? (“Though I see it stated in the Boston Patriot . . . we 
believe that paper to be incorrect . . . A gentleman by whom every important 
particular in the history of that desperate day is still freshly remembered, 
informs us.”) 

As it turns out, the Maine Gazette was published in Bath, Maine, where 
a member of the Wingate clan had strong ties. This elusive figure was Joseph 
Wingate’s nephew, Joshua Wingate, Jr. (1773-1843), Brigadier General of 
the Maine militia. He had been appointed by Thomas Jefferson in 1806 to 
be the Collector of Customs at the port of Bath and had served there in 
that capacity until 1820. Afterward, he removed to nearby Portland, where 
he became politically active, including two unsuccessful candidatures 
for governor. Joshua Wingate, Jr. had also represented Bath at Maine’s 
Constitutional Convention in 1819. His father Joshua Wingate (1747-
1844) was a highly successful merchant in Hallowell, ME, where he also 
had received an appointment by Thomas Jefferson to serve as postmaster. 
However, he was probably not the “J. Wingate” of the New England Farmer 
article, since he had left Amesbury to settle in Haverhill sometime around 
1776. Joseph Wingate fits the profile better as the one whose informants were 
“neighbours, when [he] lived at Amesbury.”20 
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Nevertheless, before removing 
to Maine, about 1796, Joshua 
Wingate had owned land in East 
Haverhill bordering on the property 
of innkeeper James Pike, Sr. Thus, 
both he and his son would have 
been intimately acquainted with 
the tragic story of Simeon Pike. But 
what exactly might have motivated 
Joshua Wingate, Jr. to advance the 
Pike cause? At the time of the semi-
centennial of the Battle of Bunker 
Hill, although political dynamics 
had already begun to shift away from 
the Federalist-Republican divide, 
the residual effects of the Putnam-
Dearborn “memory wars” may have 
lingered and any controversy—even 

over the first man to fall—could become an occasion to settle a score. 
It is highly relevant then to know that Joshua Wingate, Jr. was intimately 

linked to Henry Dearborn. He married his daughter Julia Cascaline in 1799. 
In 1801, when Henry Dearborn was appointed Secretary of War in Thomas 
Jefferson’s cabinet, he also accompanied Dearborn to Washington and served 
as his Chief Clerk. Joshua Wingate, Jr. must then be placed incontrovertibly 
in the Republican camp. Even if he sincerely believed, based on his uncle 
Joseph Wingate’s recollections, that Simeon Pike had been the first patriot to 
succumb at the Battle of Bunker Hill, he also had an ax to grind.21 

CONFIRMATION: ASA POLLARD AS THE FIRST CASUALTY

There are problems, however, with the official narrative concerning Asa 
Pollard, whether due to party spirit or simply to memory lapses. For instance, 
although Pollard may have been gravely wounded on Bunker Hill, some 
records state that he outlived the battle. The common thread among the 
early accounts is that they describe a devasting injury to the head—a de facto 
decapitation—on June 17, 1775, from which there could be no recovery. Yet 
Pollard is recorded as enlisting on May 8, 1775 and serving one month and 
eight days, that is, until June 21, 1775, which would be hard to do headless. 
It was only late in the nineteenth century that this discrepancy was noted. 

This is not an isolated case of conflicting narratives. Generally speaking, 

The First to Fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill

Gen. Joshua Wingate (1773-1843)
Source: Portland Museum of Art, Maine
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if Bunker Hill itself had unifying significance in the nation’s history, the 
squabble over individual contributions on the battlefield was legendary, for 
too many mutually exclusive accounts had been advanced and could not be 
reconciled.22

The account of one diarist, Caleb Haskell, is of no help in naming the 
first victim: “June 17th, Saturday.—This day begins with the noise of cannon 
from the ships firing on our men entrenching on Bunker’s Hill. The firing 
continues all the fore part of the day; but one man killed.” Nevertheless, were 
it not for another contemporaneous document which has come to the fore 
confirming that Asa Pollard was indeed the first casualty, the question might 
still remain entirely obscured.

 It goes without saying that the evidentiary value of a record increases in 
proportion to its proximity in time and space to the event under consideration. 
The confirmation can be found in the diary of Benjamin Guild, Jr. (1749-
92), a Presbyterian minister in Massachusetts and Rhode Island, who later 
became a Boston-based bookseller and participated in founding the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences. The irony is that Guild was in Simeon Pike’s 
hometown, Haverhill, when he transcribed these notes following the armed 
encounter of June 17, 1775:

June 18. Sabbath. Heard Charlston was all in Ashes and that our 
men were driven from Bunkers Hill with considerable loss. That 
one man (Pollard) had his head shot off early in the morning. 
Attended meeting all day but was confused. Expected to hear 
something more particular at noon but did not . . . 

After meeting at nite I heard the regulars had drove our people 
from Breed’s & Bunker’s Hill. Our men went down on fryday 
evening & entrenchd in the nite upon Breed’s hill. As soon as day 
broke they were fired upon from Cop’s Hill, 3 ships of war, viz. 
the Lively in the ferry-ways, the Summerset below & Glasgow 
above & from floating batteries from the mill dam. . . . 

Then a heavy fire began. About 2,500 regulars landed in open 
view of Breed’s Hill while 1500 others made a faint of landing 
a Phipp’s farms. After forming, they march’d direct for our 
intrenchment. Our men had 2 platoons upon them before they 
returned the fire: but they rush’d up & forcd the entrenchment. 
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Our men, after a warm engagement, retreated with the loss of 
about a hundred killed & wounded. Dr. Warrn was killd. Major 
McClerry & several officers of note. John Eaton & ____ Peck of 
Haverhill.

The final soldier “Peck” whose given name Guild did not know was, of 
course, Simeon Pike, who, along with John Eaton, were the two Haverhill 
losses in the battle. It is clear from the above passage that Pollard died in the 
morning during the shelling from British ships, while Pike must have fallen 
in the assault after the enemy landing.23 

Joseph Wingate’s letter in the New England Farmer concerning Pike does 
not seem to have been echoed or referenced in any other publication at the 
time and appears to have fallen into complete oblivion. In the meanwhile, 
even without the original documentary evidence, the Pollard narrative was 
gaining traction and becoming the official version. Colonel Samuel Swett, in 
the second edition of his History of Bunker Hill (1826), in noting that “one 
of them was killed by a cannon shot,” now made explicit in a footnote that it 
was “Pollard, of Billerica.” He also added his own macabre detail: “The heart 
of Pollard the first killed, continued beating for some time after it was cut out 
of him by the cannon ball.” 

Swett further expands the Bunker Hill martyrology to identify the name 
of the chaplain who purportedly officiated at Pollard’s burial, though the 
testimony appears once removed from the supposed source:

We related in the first edition of our Sketch, a remarkable anecdote 
of a Clergyman, who was on the battle-ground at Bunker Hill 
and extremely desirous of saying prayers over the body of Asa 
Pollard, the first victim who fell. We did so on the authority of 
Col. Prescott himself, and one of his Capts. as reported to us by 
Hon. Wm. Prescott, of Boston, the only son of Col. Prescott, and 
who has ever worthily supported the honour of his name. 

Swett concluded that: 

To those, who have taken the trouble to peruse the newspapers 
of that period, it is perfectly well known, that the Clergyman, 
who was present and highly distinguished himself in Bunker hill 
battle, by valiantly fighting the foe, was the Rev. John Martin.24

The First to Fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill
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Curiously, Asa Pollard is not named in Swett’s original edition of his 
“Sketch,” yet when revising his work several years later, Pollard’s first-casualty 
status was now a closed case. Since Swett had been a senior aide to Governor 
John Brooks, his version of events could have been perceived as the Federalist 
point of view. In any event, other historians, such as Richard Frothingham, 
writing in 1849, simply paraphrased Swett, identifying the first to fall as Asa 
Pollard and affirming the parson’s role:

A subaltern informed Col. Prescott, and asked what should be 
done. “Bury him,” he was told. “What!” said the astonished 
officer, “without prayers!” A chaplain insisted on performing 
service over the first victim, and gathered soldiers about him. 
Prescott ordered them to disperse. The chaplain again collected 
his audience, when the deceased was ordered to be buried.

Three years later, in 1852, the Hungarian Governor Kossuth parroted 
these words in his speech on Bunker Hill: “I see Pollard fall, the first victim 
of that immortal day; I see the Chaplain praying over him; and now the 
roaring of the cannon from ships and from batteries.”25

In 1876, another purported eye-witness account of Pollard as the first 
killed in action came to light in the form of a letter attributed to a certain 
Captain Peter Coburn. He was in the same regiment as Pollard, and his 
remembrance was believed written down “immediately after the battle of 
Bunker Hill in which he took such an active part”:

The regiments were ordered from Cambridge to Charlestown, 
and they arrived at Charlestown about eleven o’clock at night, 
and then and there begun a breastwork, and pursued it about 
until sunrise the next morning. About sunrise the troops fired 
on us from the ships as they lay in the ferry-way and killed one 
Pollard, that lived in Billerica, and they continued their fire at 
times all the forenoon.

The letter confirms the details of Benjamin Guild, Jr.’s diary, only it 
cannot be ascribed with certainty to Peter Coburn. As the editor of the 
publication in which it was printed reveals, “Being a rebel there was no name 
signed to this letter as it would have been unsafe to do so, but of course his 
family knew the handwriting.”26

The Pollard narrative was only challenged once more, when yet another 
soldier came to be cited as the first to succumb on Bunker Hill. In 1889, 
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antiquarian William H. Whitmore revealed: “On the Muster Rolls it is said 
that Aaron Barr of Meryfield (now Rowe), who was of Nutting’s company 
in Prescott’s regiment, was the first man killed.” He hastened to note Swett’s 
contention that Pollard was the first casualty, admitting, “It seems impossible 
to reconcile these statements.” 

As early as 1855, it had been reported that Aaron Barr was “the first 
wounded man brought into Cambridge from the field . . . He was struck by 
a cannon ball in the morning, had his leg taken off, and died the same day.” 
Even so, the report is at variance with the decapitation described in so many 
other accounts. Moreover, as a later historian discovered, it turns out that the 
notice about Barr being the first slain had been “pasted” into the muster rolls 
in the Massachusetts Archives: “It appears to have been placed there many 
years ago, but long after the date of the original record.”27

ASA POLLARD MEMORIALIZED

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, Asa Pollard became firmly 
fixed in the Bunker Hill narrative as the first soldier to make the ultimate 
sacrifice. In 1896, the Billerica Historical Society placed a large boulder on 
the front lawn of the former homestead of the local hero, with the following 
inscription: “Birthplace and House of Asa Pollard. First to fall at Bunker 
Hill, June 17, 1775.”28 Then in 1897 Abram E. Brown published Beside Old 
Hearth-Stones, part of his “Footprints of the Patriots Series.” It included a 
brief chapter about Asa Pollard which detailed family lore told directly to 
the author. His account included surprising claims, left out of later accounts, 
about Pollard’s service in the French and Indian War. According to Pollard’s 
descendants, the musket that he had used at Concord and Bunker Hill was 
“one that he had received from the provincial government as a bounty for a 
certain number of Indian scalps brought in by him after that questionable 
means was adopted for exterminating the race.”29 (Brown’s chapter is 
reprinted in the Editor's Afterward to this article.)

Beside Old Hearth-Stones also included the photograph of the boulder 
and commemorative marker that had been placed at the site of the Pollard 
homestead. In 1898, the Boston Herald ran a feature story about the 
homestead, still standing at that time (it burned to the ground in 1907), 
but not without the appropriate imprimatur of scholarly consensus: “Asa 
Pollard, according to critical history, was the man who first gave his life for 
his country at Bunker Hill, and this, after much shifting and winnowing of 
facts in relation to the circumstance of his death, is generally accepted.”30

The First to Fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill
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The mythology associated with Pollard was also beginning to develop 
with embellished anecdotes based on local lore. The 1898 Boston Herald 
feature reported the following account: 

Asa was itching to make a target of Gen. Gage’s regulars when 
he was summoned to hasten across lots to Lexington, a few miles 
away, on April 19, 1775. Like other men of the town, he hated 
the British because they had tarred and feathered a citizen of 
Billerica and otherwise ill-used him on the trumped-up charge 
of tempting a British soldier to desert. This happened a twelve-
month before the war opened . . . It is said that when the call 
came for him to muster in Capt. Stickney’s company . . . he took 
his musket and powder-horn and passed over the ground in front 
of the house, made a brief call at the next house to bid his cousin’s 
farewell, and was off with high hopes and courage. The details of 
his death at Bunker Hill were told from house to house during 
the revolutionary period.31

Asa Pollard Homestead Memorial, 1903

In 1897 Brown wrote, “It was nearly a century before the people of his native 
town took any steps to perpetuate his memory; but on the centennial of his death 
[in 1875], a tree was planted on the Public Common, where it now flourishes to 
keep the young hero's memory green  . . . The birthplace of the hero has also been 
suitably marked by the Billerica Historical Society and the Foster brothers, sons 
of Dudley Foster and Louise Pollard.” (The homestead itself is not visible in this 
photo, only the boulder with commemorative marker, which still exists.) Beside 
Old Hearth-Stones, p. 334.
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The hometown tributes were legion: the town marked the centennial 
anniversary of Pollard’s death with a tree planting on the common; the Union 
School building at the center of town was rebaptized the Asa Pollard School; 
a local fraternal chapter of the Manchester Unity Order of Oddfellows was 
organized and dubbed the Loyal Asa Pollard Lodge; and an Asa Pollard 
Society of the Children of the American Revolution was formed. Today, there 
exists a Pollard Park and a Pollard Street in North Billerica. The iconography 
associated with Pollard was pushed to the point where the charter for the Asa 
Pollard Society was made with wood from his birthplace, the Washington 
elm in Cambridge, and “a small bit from the old ship Somerset” (whose 
cannon shot had felled Pollard).32 

In the domain of fine arts, the Pollard attribution found its consecration 
in a poem by editor and printer B. P. Shillaber, “The First to Fall at Bunker 
Hill”:

Many were doomed, but Asa Pollard, first,
The humblest there, was given the honored place,
To die for freedom upon Bunker Hill,
And death took radiant form, consummate thus
The love of country and its mighty cause,
Giving the name of Asa Pollard claim
To station on the patriot’s deathless scroll.33

By way of conclusion, in our own time, Asa Pollard was the subject of a 
7-by-10-foot painting by Warren and Lucia Prosperi titled “The First Casualty 
of Bunker Hill.” The couple employed historical reenactors to stage the scene 
and serve as models for the mural, which eventually went on display in the 
Vose Galleries in July 2011. The Prosperi tableau is a fitting tribute to Pollard 
who was indeed the first to fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill and represents the 
last word in a debate which occurred in the twilight of the “memory wars” 
between Massachusetts Federalists and Republicans.34

The First to Fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill
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AFTERWORD:
A 3rd-or 4thHand Account of Asa Pollard’s Life?

In 1897 Abram E. Brown published the first full, although brief, account 
of Asa Pollard’s life in Beside Old Hearth-Stones (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 
1897), part of his “Footprints of the Patriots Series.” It included a five-page 
chapter about Pollard which detailed family lore told directly to Brown 
by Billerica town officer Dudley Foster (1809-95), whose wife Louise was 
descended from the Pollard family. Louise had purportedly heard these 
stories directly from her uncle, Edward Pollard (Asa’s brother), when she 
was a child. Edward had served in the Continental Army and had enjoyed 
entertaining family members with his tales. 

It’s important to keep in mind, however, that these are (at best) third-hand 
accounts. Louise was born in 1810 and her uncle died in 1814, so she would  
have been a very young child when (and if) she had heard these tales directly 
from her uncle. More likely it was older siblings or her parents who passed 
these stories down to her. It wasn't until the early 1890s that her husband, 
the elderly Dudley Foster, shared his deceased wife’s family’s stories with 
Abram E. Brown, passing on to him this account of events that had taken 
place in 1775. Foster died before the book was published. The Fosters were 
exceptionally proud of Asa’s role and their gravestone proudly bore Louise’s 
maiden name (Louise Pollard Foster). Indeed, as late as 1938 the New York 
Times obituary of another Asa Pollard descendent, Frederick Pollard, proudly 
proclaimed that he was “descended from Revolutionary ancestry and a great-
grandnephew of Asa Pollard.”35 

Chapter XXIII, titled “The First Blood at Bunker Hill” (pages 329-33), is 
reprinted here in its entirety.

*  *  *  *  *
I learned the story of the first blood at Bunker Hill from the lips of the 

venerable officer of the town of Billerica, Mr. Dudley Foster, while sitting 
with him by his family hearth-stone. Mr. Foster said, “I am a descendant 
from Thomas Foster, who appeared in this country as early as 1659. My 
grandfather was Joseph Foster, the clerk of the town of Beverly in the early 
days. My father, Samuel Foster, came to Billerica and settled more than a 
century ago. It was through the Pollard family, to which my wife belonged, 
that we have the kinship with Asa Pollard, the first to fall at Bunker Hill.”

Asa Pollard was the fourth son of John Pollard and Mary, daughter of 
Isaac Stearns, born November 15, 1735, at a farm located in North Billerica. 
The family first appeared in possession of the land in 1692. Its members were 
inured to hardship, the devastations of the Indians having their teeth on edge 
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at an early age. Asa served in the French war, was a scout, and well trained 
in military tactics when the Lexington alarm called him from the old home. 
It is said that the musket which he took from the pegs above the family 
hearth-stone on April 19, 1775, carried to Concord and to Bunker Hill, was 
one that he had received from the Provincial Government as a bounty for a 
certain number of Indian scalps brought in by him after that questionable 
means was adopted for exterminating the race. The scarcity of fire-arms at 
the opening of the Revolution tends to support the family tradition, while 
the recorded votes of the town give added testimony.

Asa Pollard and his comrades were more than glad of an opportunity to 
shoot at Gage’s men; for they had vividly in mind the coat of tar and feathers 
given to one of their neighbors while in Boston a little more than a year before 
the opening of the war. (See “Beneath Old Roof Trees.”) When the town 
voted “to look up the old bayonets,” Asa Pollard looked up his, and all that 
went with it, and used it like a trained soldier. He and his brother Solomon 
were at Concord on April 19, and the latter was in command of the minute-
men of Billerica at Bunker Hill. The records fail to tell us when the company 
went to join the forces under General Artemas Ward-possibly they did not all 
go at one time. Billerica was in the line of march of many of the up-country 
troops, and companies were seen passing along the highway at various times. 
A company from New Hampshire reached the town at nightfall; and being 
weary, it was decided to camp in a farmyard until the following morning. 

This was done; and the combined hospitality and patriotism of the farmer’s 
wife were manifested in a substantial manner. She made haste to prepare for 
them a genuine New England meal, and in the early morning hot beans 
and rye bread were brought forth from the great brick oven to the delight 
of the soldiers. The wooden shovel on which the balls of spongy dough were 
committed to the heated bricks by the hands of Mrs. Sarah Manning is still 
in existence, as a reminder of that act of a patriot of the town, who like many 
another did valiant service beneath her own roof.

Asa Pollard was of the number of men who went over on the evening of 
the 16th of June, and labored through the night throwing up earthworks. 
Said Mr. Foster, [ed. note: The author presents the remainder of this account 
in quotes as if it were verbatim.] “My wife’s uncle, Edward Pollard, lived 
in her father’s family during her girlhood; and having served four years in 
the continental army, he had a large store of anecdotes of those day, with 
which he used to entertain the young people, who never tired of the veteran’s 
stories, among which was that of Asa’s death. It was about noon, and they 
were taking their lunch brought over from camp on the previous evening. 
An occasional cannon-ball had been fired over from the war-vessels of the 
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enemy during the morning hours, but they had been easily dodged by the 
busy workmen. 

Asa Pollard had seen such missiles before, and made light of the poorly 
directed shot. But about midday this brave son of Billerica, when seated on 
the embankment, was struck by a cannon-ball, which severed his head from 
his body. The bloody scene was within the presence of Colonel Prescott, who 
was passing down the line at the very moment of the fatal shot. Then came 
the first confusion of the day. Men left their places in spite of all orders. They 
were drawn to the spot by the dreadful fate of their comrade. Putnam came 
running up from the rail fence, and with most positive words attempted to 
force them back into line. 

Prescott ordered the body buried immediately, saying, ‘He’s the first to 
fall, and the only one who will be buried to-day.’ One of the officers is said 
to have expressed surprise that the soldier should be buried without a funeral 
service; but the gallant Prescott saw that the presence of death in that form 
was not conducive to order, and considered that there was no other way 
to maintain discipline. The enemy on the vessels had seen the confusion 
resulting from that one successful shot, and redoubled their fire. The shot 
which struck Pollard came from the Somerset, the frigate which afterwards 
went ashore near Lieutenant’s Island, off the Massachusetts coast; and it is 
claimed that a portion of her hull is yet embedded in the sand of that place.” 

The body of Asa Pollard rests with the other in the soil which drank up 
their youthful blood. It was nearly a century before the people of his native 
town took any steps to perpetuate his memory; but on the centennial of his 
death, a tree was planted on the public Common, where it now flourishes 
to keep the young hero’s memory green. Later, the Union School building 
was dedicated as the Asa Pollard School, and now the local society of the 
Children of the American Revolution is known as the Asa Pollard Society. 
The birthplace of the hero has also been suitably marked by the Billerica 
Historical Society and the Foster brothers, sons of Dudley Foster and Louise 
Pollard.
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Detail of “The First Casualty of Bunker Hill”
(Courtesy of Warren and Lucia Prosperi)

Commemorative Marker:
“Birthplace and Home of Asa Pollard, First to Fall at Bunker Hill.”
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Notes

1. I am much indebted here to Robert E. Cray Jr.’s previous article in this journal 
for his analysis, “Bunker Hill Refought: Memory Wars and Partisan Conflicts, 1775-
1825,” Historical Journal of Massachusetts, Vol. 29, No. 1 (Winter 2001): 22-51. See 
also Sarah J. Purcell, Sealed with Blood: War, Sacrifice, and Memory in Revolutionary 
America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 165: “Eventually 
the private battle between Dearborn and Putnam erupted into a widespread public 
dispute over the meaning of heroism, the nature of objectivity, and the importance of 
Revolutionary War memory to the cohesion of the American nation.” For a seminal 
work on public memory and how the past can be appropriated for partisan ends, 
see Michael Kammen, A Season of Youth: The American Revolution and the Historical 
Imagination (New York: Knopf, 1978). On the consolidation of public memory as it 
relates to the “Boston Tea Party,” see Alfred F. Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), xvii. “The contest over names, I discovered, is part of a 
larger contest for the public memory of the Revolution, a process I now think of as a 
willful forgetting and a purposeful remembering of American History.”
2. The notice concerning fading memories appeared first in the Eastern Star on 
May 23, 1823. It is quoted here from its republication in the Boston Patriot and 
Daily Chronicle on June 4, 1825, 1. (Note: The original quote has been divided into 
paragraphs.) Butterfield was born in 1768 and died in 1857. He was a native of 
Townsend and graduated from Dartmouth College in 1797. He spent much of his 
life in Machias, ME, where he represented his district several times in the Legislature, 
both before and after Maine’s separation from Massachusetts. (See his obituary in 
The Christian Mirror, Portland, Tuesday, February 23, 1858, 1.) Since Prescott was 
an important personage in Pepperell, one town to the east of Townsend, Butterfield 
may have heard this first-casualty story from him when he was a young man. Finally, 
Butterfield’s account is quoted here from the Boston Patriot and Daily Chronicle, June 
4, 1825, 1. An embryonic version of this story, without the gory details, had appeared 
earlier in Samuel Swett’s Historical and Topographical Sketch of the Bunker Hill Battle 
(Boston: Published by Samuel Avery, 1818), 214.
3. Newburyport Herald, June 10, 1825, 2. The Butterfield letter was printed in the 
paper three days earlier (Newburyport Herald, June 7, 1825, 1), though the original 
source is said to be the Machias Star. (The quote has been divided into paragraphs.)
4. One historian has noted that many eighteenth-century newspaper pieces were 
published anonymously or under pseudonyms.
5. The surviving Newburyport veterans were as follows: Lemuel Coffin, Daniel 
Somerby, Benjamin Gould, John Brett, John Cook, Amos Pearson, Philip Bagley, 
Philip Johnson, Jonathan Woodman. See Newburyport Herald, July 1, 1825, 2 and 
Boston Patriot and Daily Chronicle, June 25, 1825, 2. In 1825, there were 141 total 
survivors. See Salem Observer, August 13, 1825, 3. The Pollard story was first picked 
up by the Boston Patriot and Daily Chronicle, June 15, 1825, 2. The lines were then 
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repeated verbatim the following day by the Dedham Village Register (June 16, 1825, 
3). 
6. Maine Gazette, June 24, 1825, 3. (The original quote has been divided into several 
paragraphs.)
7. In addition to the Boston Patriot and Daily Chronicle (June 29, 1825, 2), the Boston 
Commercial Gazette (June 30, 1825, 1), Eastern Argus [Maine] (June 30, 1825, 2), the 
American Advocate & General Advertiser [Hallowell, Maine] (July 2, 1825, 3), and the 
Daily National Journal [Washington, DC] (July 4, 1825, 2). For the abridged version, 
see the Haverhill Gazette (July 2, 1825, 3 and also the Independence [New Haven, 
CT] (July 5, 1825, 3).
8. Newburyport Herald, July 1, 1825, 1. The Concord Register, published by George 
Kimball, was short-lived, only running from May 1824 to October 1825. It may be 
that the Newburyport Herald did not consult the Concord Register at all, but that it 
picked up the story from the American Statesman and City Register, which had printed 
the story the previous day (June 30, 1825, 2) with the added detail that the account 
was the reminiscence of a “Revolutionary Officer.” 
9. See Newburyport Herald, February 14, 1809, 3 and August 4, 1812, 1. On the 
political learnings of the paper, see also Thomas Fleming, A Disease in the Public 
Mind: A New Understanding of Why We Fought the Civil War (New York: Da Capo 
Press, 2013). Concerning Garrison in particular, see John Jay Chapman, William 
Lloyd Garrison (Boston: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1921), 7.
10. Although three decades removed from the public row, for the attribution of 
“Historian” to Waterhouse, see Daily Globe, January 24, 1858, 1 and Cecil Whig, 
February 13, 1858, 1. On the affidavit from Foster, see Boston Patriot and Daily 
Chronicle, August 9, 1825, 3. Foster had already given testimony about Putnam’s 
conduct on Bunker Hill: see Samuel Swett, Notes to his Sketch to Bunker-Hill Battle 
(Boston: Munroe and Francis, December 1825), 14. On Baldwin, see Proceedings of 
the Bunker Hill Monument Association at the Annual Meeting, Annual Meeting June 17, 
1895 (Boston: Bunker Hill Monument Association, 1895), appendix. Concerning 
Sumner’s renewed appeal to Foster’s testimony, see Boston Patriot and Daily Chronicle, 
August 9, 1825, 3. 
11. See The New England Historical & Genealogical Register and Antiquarian Journal, 
Vol. 12, Boston: Samuel G. Drake, 1853: 225. (The original quote has been divided 
into several paragraphs.) See also the notice in the Cecil Whig: “Dr. Waterhouse, 
who doubted whether Warren really uttered those words; but who appears afterwards 
to have been satisfied that he did” (February 13, 1858, 1). On Waterhouse’s parting 
letter, see Boston Patriot and Daily Chronicle, August 15, 1825, 2. 
12. New England Farmer, Vol. 4, No. 5, August 26, 1825: 40. 
13. On Simeon Pike’s birth, see Vital Records of Haverhill Massachusetts, Vol. 1 
(Topsfield, MA: Topsfield Historical Society, 1910), 252. His parents were married 
on March 12, 1746: see Vital Records of Haverhill Massachusetts, Vol. 2 (Topsfield, 
MA: Topsfield Historical Society, 1911), 257. James Pike did indeed live in the East 
Parish of Haverhill: see George Wingate Chase, The History of Haverhill (Haverhill: 



Historical Journal of Massachusetts • Summer 202432

Published by the Author, 1861), 419. As early as 1747, he seemed to be living in 
the neighborhood of George Hastings and Samuel Peaslee, who both owned land 
in the East Parish (ibid., 328). Concerning James Pike’s demise, see Vital Records 
of Haverhill Massachusetts, Vol. 2, 460. See also his death notice in the Merrimack 
Intelligencer, April 27, 1811, 3. His consort Anne had died almost a decade earlier: 
see the Haverhill Observer, April 9, 1802, 3. As for Pike’s Tavern, see Fred Leonard 
Noyes’ unpublished manuscript in Haverhill Library’s Special Collections, Old Houses 
of Rocks Village and Vicinity, 1941, 66. 
14. On Pike’s enlistment, see Massachusetts Soldiers and Sailors of the Revolutionary 
War, Vol. 12 (Boston: Wright & Potter Printing Co.), 408 and George Wingate 
Chase, The History of Haverhill, 382-383. Haverhill historians also cite Pike as one 
of the two town residents to pay the ultimate sacrifice on Bunker Hill: Benjamin L. 
Mirick, The History of Haverhill, Massachusetts (Haverhill: A.W. Thayer, 1832), 174, 
George Wingate Chase, The History of Haverhill, 388, 391, and A Memorial of the 
American Patriots who Fell at the Battle of Bunker Hill, June 17, 1775 (Boston: Printed 
by order of the City Council, 1896), 106. With respect to these “Coat Rolls,” see 
again George Wingate Chase, The History of Haverhill, 409.
15. For a list of Widow Pike’s various petitions, see Digested Summary and Alphabetical 
List of Private Claims Which Have Been Presented to the House of Representatives, Vol. 
3 (Washington: Wm. M. Belt, 1853), 83. John Quincy Adams was moved by the 
injustice to write in his diary in 1840: “I promised if I live to attend the next Session 
of Congress to call it [the petition] up, and have it referred, with the authenticated 
vouchers, to the Committee on Revolutionary pensions, and to do all in my power 
to obtain the pension for this poor woman who is now 87 years old and a cripple,” 
The John Quincy Adams Digital Diary, Vol. 41, August 27, 1840, Massachusetts 
Historical Society. 

Pike’s daughter Phebe Fitz, perhaps after the death of her mother, whose case was 
not resolved, also petitioned the government: “The memorial of Phebe Fitz, of Boston, 
in the State of Massachusetts, praying for a pension in consideration of the death of 
her father, Simeon Pike, at the battle of Bunker Hill, at the commencement of the 
revolution,” Journal of the House of Representatives of the United States (Washington: 
Wendell and Van Benthuysen, 1848), 101. See also Daily Union, December 20, 
1848, 2. For the final decision cited here, see “Mary Pike,” Congressional Series of 
United States Public Documents, Vol. 407 (Washington, DC: Government Printing 
Office, 1842), Rep. No. 307. 
16. On James Pike, Jr.’s war service, see Massachusetts Soldiers and Sailors of the 
Revolutionary War, Vol. 12 (Boston: Wright & Potter Printing Co.), 399 and Hon. 
George W. Nesmith, “New Hampshire Men at Bunker Hill,” The Granite State 
Monthly, Vol. 2, No. 9, June 1879, 272. An 1833 narration of Revolutionary service 
and pension application can also be found at the National Archives in Waltham, 
MA. Concerning his powder horn, see Alfred F. Young et al., We the People: Voices 
and Images of the New Nation (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993), vi-vii, 
64-65.



33The First to Fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill

17. On these soldiers in Capt. John Currier’s Company and Bunker Hill, see Joseph 
Merrill, The History of Amesbury (Haverhill: Press of Franklin P. Stiles, 1880), 253-
254, 257, 326.
18. See The Papers of Thomas Jefferson: 13 November 1802 to 3 March 1803, Vol. 39, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012, 476-477; The Papers of Thomas Jefferson: 
1 October 1814 to 31 August 1815, Retirement series, Vol. 8, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2011, 391, 405-408, 423, 441-442, 665-667. On Moses Wingate, 
see Benjamin L. Mirick, The History of Haverhill, Massachusetts, 219.
19. On these East Haverhill relations, see Vital Records of Haverhill Massachusetts, Vol. 
2, 511. See also Edson Irving Carr, The Carr Family Records (Rockton, IL: Herald 
Printing House, 1894), 69-70; Charles E. L. Wingate, History of the Wingate Family 
in England and America (Exeter, NH: James D. P. Wingate, 1886), 152, 170; on the 
Peaslee Garrison see Emma A. Kimball, “A House with a History,” New England 
Magazine, New Series, Vol. 2 (July 1890): 522-526 and Rebecca I. Davis “The Old 
Garrison House,” in Gleanings from Merrimac Valley (Portland, ME: Hoyt, Fogg & 
Donham, 1881), 47-50. Concerning the Ingalls, their daughter Mary wed the Count 
Francis of Vipart and was later memorialized in John Greenleaf Whittier’s romantic 
ballade “The Countess.” See The Complete Poetical Works of John Greenleaf Whittier 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin and Company, 1894), 81.
20. A late nineteenth-century publication stated that “Farmer Wingate” was a 
Federalist, although this claim, meant to bolster the political credentials of a 
descendant, can have only little probative value: see Dedication to Benjamin Harrison, 
Christian Gentleman; Patriotic Citizen; Brave Soldier; Wise Statesman and 23d President 
of the United States (Chicago: Peerless Printing Co., 1889), 218. On Joshua Wingate, 
Jr.’s ties to Bath, see Parker McCobb Reed, History of Bath and Environs, Sagadahoc 
County, Maine: 1607-1894 (Portland, ME: Lakeside Press, 1894), 183-184. On his 
father, Joshua Wingate, Sr., see Charles E. L. Wingate, History of the Wingate Family, 
1886, 166. Most of his children were born in Haverhill: see Collections and proceedings 
of the Maine Historical Society, Second Series, Vol. 6 (Portland, ME: Maine Historical 
Society), 1895, 324 and Edson Irving Carr, The Carr Family Records, 69. 
21. Concerning the land purchase near Pike’s Tavern, see Southern Essex Registry of 
Deeds, “Anne Bagnall to Joshua Wingate,” 1787, Book 143, Page 194. On Joshua 
Wingate, Jr.’s links to Dearborn’s family, see Charles E. L. Wingate, History of the 
Wingate Family, 166. More generally, on the “Dearborn group” and the rise of Maine 
Republicanism, see Paul Goodman, The Democratic-Republicans of Massachusetts 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964), 118-121.
22. On the discrepancy, see William H. Whitmore, A Memorial of the American 
Patriots Who Fell at the Battle of Bunker Hill, June 17, 1775 (Boston: Printed by 
order of the City Council, 1889), 92. As for conflicting accounts of Bunker Hill, see 
Bernhard Knollenberg, “Bunker Hill Reviewed: A Study in the Conflict of Historical 
Evidence,” Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Third Series, 72 (Oct. 
1957-Dec. 1960): 84-100.



Historical Journal of Massachusetts • Summer 202434

23. See Caleb Haskell’s Diary: May 5, 1775-May, 30, 1776, ed. Lothrop Withington 
(Newburyport, MA: William H. Huse & Co., 1881), 6. (The quote has been divided 
into several paragraphs.) The second diary is found among the “Benjamin Guild 
Papers” at the Massachusetts Historical Society, Ms. N-1345. The diary is also cited 
by Knollenberg, art. cit., 98-99. George Wingate Chase once uses the orthography 
“Simon Pieck,” The History of Haverhill, 382.
24. Samuel Swett, History of Bunker Hill, 2nd ed. (Boston: Munroe and Francis, 1826), 
22, 52. The clergy passage cited at length appears in “Note H,” which is appended 
to the 1826 edition, though apparently printed a year earlier. Samuel Swett, Notes to 
his Sketch to Bunker-Hill Battle (Boston: Munroe and Francis, December 1825), 24. 
25. The first edition, Historical and Topographical Sketch of the Bunker Hill Battle, 
was appended to Swett’s An Essay on the Life of the Honourable Major General Israel 
Putnam (Boston: Published by Samuel Avery, 1818). The incident concerning the 
chaplain who insisted on prayers for the one killed by cannon shot is found on 
page 214. Richard Frothingham, History of the Siege of Boston, and of the Battles of 
Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill (Boston: C. C. Little & J. Brown, 1849), 126. 
For Kossuth, see The Boston Daily Atlas, May 49, 1852, Issue 261. See also Kossuth 
in New England: A Full Account of the Hungarian Governor’s Visit to Massachusetts 
(Boston: John P. Jewett & Co., 1852), 132.
26. On the immediacy of the letter, see Samuel Adams Drake, History of Middlesex 
County, Massachusetts, Vol. 1 (Boston: Estes and Lauriat, 1880), 414. For the letter 
itself and editor’s comments, see Tyngsboro Centennial Record (Lowell, MA: Office of 
the Weekly Journal, 1876), 22.
27. For Whitmore comments, see A Memorial of the American Patriots Who Fell at 
the Battle of Bunker Hill, June 17, 1775 (Boston: City Council, 1889), 80. On Barr’s 
wounding, Josiah Gilbert Holland, History of Western Massachusetts: The Counties of 
Hampden, Hampshire, Franklin, and Berkshire, Vol. 2 (Springfield: Samuel Bowles 
and Co.), 1855, 420. For the pasted notice, see Samuel Abbott Green, Groton During 
the Revolution (Groton, MA: University Press, 1900), 202. 
28. On the boulder inscription, see “Old Billerica. Marking Historic Sites by the 
Town’s Historical Society,” Boston Daily Advertiser, August 12, 1896, 4.
29. Abram English Brown, Beside Old Hearth-Stones (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 
1897), 330.
30. On the tragic conflagration, see John Foster, “The Old Pollard House,” Billerica, 
Vol. 2, No. 6, November 1913: 3. “Was the Home of a Hero,” Boston Herald, January 
30, 1898, 34. For a latter encomium, see also “First Man Slain at Bunker Hill,” 
Boston Daily Globe, June 19, 1904.
31. For the extended Pollard mythology, the passage is taken from the previously 
cited Boston Herald article (January 30, 1898, 34). According to another account, the 
tarred-and-feathered Billerica citizen was Thomas Ditson, but because he had tried 
to purchase a flintlock rifle. See David A. D’Apice, Billerica (Charleston, SC: Arcadia 
Publishing, 2010), 8. 



35The First to Fall at the Battle of Bunker Hill

32. On the Pollard elm planted by a Mrs. Faulkner, see “The Letter found in a 
Bottle,” Billerica, Vol. 2, No. 8, January 1914: 7. See also Brown, Beside Old Hearth-
Stones, 333. Concerning the Pollard school, see Abram English Brown, Beneath Old 
Roof Trees (Boston, MA: Lee and Shepard Publishers, 1896), 247. On the fraternal 
organization, see “North Billerica Gets Manchester Unity Lodge,” Boston Herald, 
June 20, 1902, 12. On the benevolent organization, see Sixth Report of the National 
Society of the Daughters of the American Revolution (Washington, DC: Government 
Printing Office, 1904), 360, 362. For the Pollard-related relic, also “Made from 
Woods,” Boston Daily Globe, July 17, 1904, 45. 
33. The poem was originally published in the Boston Journal, cited here in Maurice 
J. Pollard, The History of the Pollard Family (Dover, NH: Published by the Compiler, 
1960), 120.
34. Cate McQuaid, “Accuracy is in the Details: Prosperi Painting Depicts Pivotal 
Moment in the Battle of Bunker Hill,” Boston Globe, July 1, 2011.
35. Frederick E. Pollard obituary, New York Times, Dec. 3, 1939, page L-19.

Bunker Hill Monument, 1929
Courtesy of Boston Public Library


