
CHAPTER 3   

 

 

The long-distance stagecoach came to a halt in Brattle Square. Thomas Young eased his 

massive frame out with some difficulty. He stood unsteadily, wobbly from the journey all the 

way from Albany, New York, with the wind whipping through his clothes.  

  He wore a black frock coat, black worsted breeches and a white muslin shirt, every 

stitch of it lovingly crafted by his wife, Mary. He carried a cane with a ball on the top filled 

with vinegar, such as doctors carry. This had originally belonged to Dr John Kitterman. Mary 

had insisted he take it with him: ‘So you look the part, Thomas. Look like a doctor, behave 

like a doctor and people will see you as a doctor.’   

Over a solitary drink in Wilde’s Tavern, just across Brattle Square from where the 

post-chaise pulled up, Thomas Young reviewed the wild events that had driven him to 

Boston. He thought of Dr John Kitterman, floating ethereally above him like a newly dead 

soul, still attached to someone else’s body by a cord.  

Dr Kitterman had been fifteen years older than Thomas Young. At Young’s earnest 

request, he taught his acolyte everything he knew about medicine, back in Albany. The 

doctor took the disciple with him on visits to patients. He let him try his hand at bleeding, 

blistering, cupping. The patients didn’t mind, Young was good at it.  

Dr Kitterman gave him books to read, especially A Short Discourse Concerning 

Pestilential Contagion, and the Methods to be Used to Prevent It by the mighty Richard 

Mead. But he also gave him Locke’s Treatises of Civil Government, telling him Chapter 16 

contained everything a revolutionary could possibly need.  

Young started the deep study of the medicinal properties of flowers and herbs on his  

own. He was soon telling Kitterman about it, things the doctor didn’t know. He also read 

every word John Locke had ever written. And Rousseau. Again, the pupil quickly outstripped 

his tutor in philosophical thought.  

Being the man he was, Thomas Young was looking for an Answer from the books – 

an Answer as big as he was. And not only an Answer, there had to be a Solution. A Solution 

to Everything. This Solution had to encompass both the human body and the body politic, 

because the body politic was nothing more than the aggregate of human bodies.  

The solution to a poison in the body was purgation. The solution to the British 

occupation of the American colonies was also purgation. The poison must leave the body. 

The British must leave America.  

John Kitterman was a Bostonian himself. He had come to New York, to the Albany 

area, to woo and then marry a local girl. New York was patriot territory, and they wanted an 

end to British rule. But it had nothing on Boston, in that respect. Boston was to patriotism 

what Bethlehem was to Christianity, as Young himself put it, in a typically blasphemous 

analogy. Not that Kitterman minded, far from it. Kitterman was a patriot in his blood and 

bones and paid only lip-service to religion.  

At this point, Young’s ever-present hero-worship kicked in again. Kitterman had 

known the patriot leader, Samuel Adams, before he left Boston. He knew him well. Young, 

however, knew Adams only by reputation and was mightily impressed that Kitterman had 

known this biblical figure; had conversed with him, broken bread with him, read the scripture 

of his articles. And now it appeared that Kitterman had kept these articles, sent by mail from 

the Boston Gazette, written under the name of ‘Junius’ by Samuel Adams.  

Young took the articles home, hugging them to his bosom. Excitedly, he read them 

aloud to Mary, who was equally exalted by them and needed no second bidding to become a 

disciple too, a follower in step with her husband. Samuel Adams’s articles illuminated the 

true way, setting out the path to a better life free of the colonial master.  



Mary and Thomas Young, revelling in their new calling, determined to go to Boston 

and be part of the great work of revolution. Dr Kitterman happily wrote a letter of 

introduction to Samuel Adams.  

The move to Boston with Mary and the children was to have taken place next spring, 

when enough money was scraped together. But then a series of explosions occurred in their 

lives. 

First, John Kitterman died. He caught smallpox from a patient who had not had the 

inoculation and in days he was gone. He had time to make a will, leaving his medicines and 

medical equipment, his doctor’s cane and all his books to Thomas Young.  

Then, on the day of Kitterman’s funeral, while he and Mary were standing over the 

freshly dug earth of the doctor’s grave, came word that the sheriff had a warrant for Young’s 

arrest for blasphemy.  

‘Oh, you goddamn fool,’ Mary had said. As Mary knew, Thomas Young had never 

been too partial to the illogicality of divine revelation. This had led him into a heated tavern 

discussion with half the luminaries of Albany, during which he said that Jesus Christ, the 

main exponent of divine revelation, was a knave and a fool.  

This blurted-out statement, and perhaps the reaction to it, shocked even Young into 

some semblance of sense. At Mary’s behest, he wrote a renunciation of what he had said. But 

it was not enough. They were going to hang him. Young had gathered his possessions and 

what little money they had and took the first post-chaise out of Albany, to Boston.  

 

A few days after his arrival, with the wild Irish blood of his ancestors pulsing in his head, 

Thomas Young strode through the slush and mud to Samuel Adams’s house on Purchase 

Street. He was expected. A splintering wooden door was pulled open quickly at Young’s 

knuckle-rapped knock.  

‘Don’t tell me, you must be Dr Young?’ The speaker had a thin voice with a strong, 

reedy Boston accent. 

  ‘That I am, sir.’ Thomas offered a polite bow.  

  ‘I’m Sam Adams.’  

Samuel Adams was well below medium height, with a prominent belly, parchment-

pallor skin and grey hair. Young noticed his stubby arms, which were so short they were near 

deformed. The skin and the arms together, and even the belly, gave him a reptilian aspect, 

like a lizard. An old and tired lizard; a basking, feeding lizard.  

Adams sneezed, then extended a hand in welcome. The hand shook. Young looked at 

it with interest. Palsy! Not a lot to be done about that.  

Young grasped the shaking hand. ‘I’m honoured to meet you, sir.’  

‘And I’m intrigued to meet you.’  

This was nearer the truth than Young knew. In Kitterman’s letter of introduction, he 

had written that Young was a self-taught genius, a force of nature. He had taught himself 

Latin and Greek to read the classics and French to read Rousseau. He had taught himself the 

violin and the fife. And he was the most passionate revolutionary Kitterman had ever met.  

‘Where have you come from today, Dr Young?’ Adams said, as he led the way up 

some broken wooden stairs. As they climbed, Young caught glimpses of an orchard through a 

filthy window, presumably an orchard belonging to Adams, then distant hills. 

‘I managed to rent a house on Wing’s Lane, sir. I was lucky to find it so quickly. It 

will be big enough for my entire family when they arrive. And please call me Thomas. Only 

my patients call me Dr Young.’  

‘Thomas it is then,’ Adams said, as he opened a door at the top of the stairs. ‘And this 

is my observatory,’ he added, waving a shaking hand round it. ‘I can see the stars from here. 

That’s my hobby, astronomy. Do you have a hobby, Thomas?’ 



‘Now, that’s a good question, sir. As I have to think about it, I guess I don’t. Unless 

seeking the truth is a hobby. More a way of life …’  

Samuel Adams’s whole body shook with what Young thought was unaccustomed 

laughter. ‘Oh, you and I are going to get on just fine!’  

They sat down in a couple of battered armchairs. Adams proffered no refreshment. 

That pleased Young, who disliked such fripperies and just wanted to get down to the business 

of revolution.  

‘You knew John Kitterman, I hear,’ Adams said. ‘Such a loss. What did he tell you 

about me?’  

‘That you were a pillar of the patriot struggle against the British, sir. He told me you 

correspond with John Wilkes, freedom’s champion, in England.’  

Adams smiled, increasing the lizard-like effect. ‘That I do, Thomas. That I do. Did 

you know John Wilkes is in Parliament now? The Member for Aylesbury?’  

‘I had heard tell of that, yes, sir.’  

‘And do you know the essence of Wilkes’s credo?’  

Young shook his head. ‘No …’  

He was the devoted supplicant again, hardly breathing, eyes wide, awaiting 

enlightenment. 

‘John Wilkes said, “My only patron is the PUBLIC, to which I will ever make my 

appeal and hold it sacred. Provoco ad populum, like an old Roman.” It means …’  

‘It means “I appeal to the people”. It’s from Livy. It’s a direct appeal to the people 

over the heads of the Senate or any other institution. It makes public opinion supreme.’  
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