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T

he sun beat down, as merciless as the flies that buzzed
about, and all I could think about was death. Before
me lay the heaped earth and dark grave of the father I’d
scarcely gotten to know, taken in the summer of his forty-first
year.
I was here out of a sense of despairing duty, having suffered
the most painful blow this man could have devised to strike at
me from beyond the grave he now occupied. It had begun with a
sharp rap at the door of the mean little house that my mother and
I occupied.
Mother was in one of her fits of despondency, so when the
knock came at the door, I was the one to answer it. A stranger
stood in the bright sun, his hat held respectfully over his chest.
He looked me over and asked, “John Melcher?”
I nodded cautiously. “Aye, that’s me.”
He bowed ever so slightly, producing a folded and sealed
paper and handing it to me. Then he straightened and stood,
looking expectant, so I slid my finger under the seal, dislodging the
wax, and opened the paper.
I scanned it, my brow furrowing unconsciously as I made
out the words. “The presence of John Jacob Melcher or his duly
appointed legal representative is requested at the reading of the
last will of Colonel Isaac Melcher, late of Graeme Park, deceased
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this Wednesday last, 10th July instant. If no representative can be
arranged, his undersigned executors messrs. Clifton, Eppele, and
Lawersveyler will make the necessary arrangements to convey any
bequest to you in as timely fashion as shall be practical. We are yr.
obedient &c.”
Gone? Dead? The Colonel, the barracks master general,
the dashing military officer, land speculator, the sharp-dealing
cloth merchant, the distant father and flawed husband that my
mother and I had known periodically for all of my fourteen years
on the planet, departed forever from this existence?
It was too much to take in.
I looked up from the page to see the stranger still looking at
me. I asked dumbly, “Is there something you need of me?”
“I was instructed to await your reading of this letter, and
to learn whether you could accompany me back to the offices of
the scrivener Baker for the reading.”
Still dazed, I said, “Aye, of course. I shall need to gather
my hat and inform my mother of my departure.”
He bowed again in acknowledgment, and I turned, leaving
him standing in the doorway, outlined by the daylight without.
I stopped at the threshold of Mother’s room, where she sat
silently, her hands busily knotting and looping some lacework, her
eyes staring blankly at the wall before her. She slowly took note
of my presence, and her hands came to a stop as she looked up at
me.
“The Colonel is dead,” I said, seeking no soft words to
cushion the hard fact.
She looked away from me abruptly and chewed her lip,
silent tears springing to her eyes and trickling down her sunken
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cheeks. She closed her eyes, and I could see her shoulders shake as
her hands fell limp over the half-finished tatting in her lap.
“I am summoned to hear his bequests. Do you need
anything before I go?”
She shook her head, neither saying anything nor even
looking at me.
When she was feeling low, she might not speak to me for
days at a stretch, or she might screech at me like one of the harpies
in the Greek stories that the schoolmaster insisted I read. This
time around, it had been silence, and even the news of her erstwhile
husband’s death was not enough to pierce that veil.
I took a deep, deliberate breath and left her, seizing my wellworn hat from the hook over my sleep-rumpled pallet as I returned
to the front door.
I fell into step behind the stranger as he led me through the
streets of Philadelphia, up from the warehouse district and past the
cheerful market street.
In the scrivener’s office, I was unsurprised to see my uncles
and aunts, their faces bearing the signs of the same shock and grief
that I was struggling to keep off my own, but which haunted
my heart. A few other people were also present, but they were
unknown to me.
An older man took note of me as I entered, and nodded
briskly to the stranger who’d brought me here. “He’s the last,
then. Shall we begin?”
He clapped his hand on the desk in front of him, and the
quiet murmur of conversation fell silent.
“Thank you,” he said. “I’ll dispense with the normal
formalities, and proceed directly to reading the will.”
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He lifted a sheet of paper, cleared his throat, and read
quickly, as though hurrying to get to the meat of the matter.
“In the Name of God, amen, I, Isaac Melcher of Graeme
Park in Horsham Township in the County of Montgomery in
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, being of good health and
sound mind, memory, and understanding, thanks be to the Lord
for the same, and considering the uncertainty of life, have thought
it proper to make my testament and last will in manner following;
to wit:”
“It is my will, that my just debts and funeral expenses be
fully paid and satisfied by my executors hereafter named, as soon
after my decease as possible.” He read this portion as though it
were routine — and I did not doubt that, to him, it was.
I was still stuck on the fact that his decease had, in fact,
taken place, so I almost missed the first bequest.
The man reading the will looked at my uncle and began.
“Item, I give and bequeath my niece Maria Vandaren, the sum of
300 pounds money of Pennsylvania, to be paid her in gold or silver
coin the day of her marriage, or arrival at lawful age, whichever
shall first happen, meanwhile to be placed out at interest from one
year after my decease, on good, real security, for her use, and in case
of her death in an unmarried state, then to sink into my residuary
estate.”
Glancing over at a handsome woman whom I did not
know, he continued, “Item, I give and bequeath to Miss Eleanor
Clifton, the sum of 500 pounds, to be paid to her one year after
my decease, and in case of her death without issue, to be equally
divided among her three sisters, Elizabeth, Mary, and Frances, or
the survivors of them.”
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I frowned to myself. Five hundred pounds was a substantial
sum for any person to come upon, much less an unmarried woman,
as his addressing her as ‘Miss Clifton’ implied she was.
This line of thinking was interrupted as the reader rolled
on through the document. “Item, I give, devise and bequeath unto
Horatio Lawrence, son of J. Caldwell, and to his heirs and assigns,
my five tracts of land, No. 15, 16, 17, 18, and 19, situated at Logstown,
now called Montmorin, in the county of Westmoreland, estimated
at 3000 pounds, to hold to him, his heirs and assigns forever; and
I do further give and bequest to him the sum of 100 pounds, to be
paid to him at lawful age, meanwhile to be placed out at interest, on
good security, for his use; but in case he departs this life unmarried,
the devise of lands and bequest of money to him made as aforesaid
shall be void, and this whole sink in my residuary estate.”
I was in shock now. Who was this Horatio Lawrence, that
he would get such a rich bequest, and not even of age yet? I had no
idea that my father’s estate was so large as to hand out hundreds of
pounds to strangers, and great fortunes in land, as well.
“Item, I give and bequeath to my friend Christopher Baker,
of the city of Philadelphia, scrivener, the sum of 50 pounds as
acknowledgment of services received, to be paid to him one year
after my decease.” The reader permitted himself a small pause, and
I surmised that he was my father’s friend, granted a tidy sum for his
services and friendship.
“Item, the rest and residue of my estate real and personal
whatsoever and wheresoever, I give devise and bequeath unto my
dear brothers and sisters, Adam Melcher, Jacob Melcher, Maria
Hassenclever, and Elizabeth Shallus, the wife of Jacob Shallus, their
heirs and assigns forever as tenants in common, and to be equally
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divided among them share and share alike, provided always that
my sister Maria Hassenclever keep the whole in her possession
during her widowhood.”
I blinked hard. The rest went to my aunts and uncles? All
of it? Nothing for my mother, nothing for my continued education,
no windfall such as had visited my nieces or the strangers my father
had favored?
I had to remind myself to breathe as Baker finished reading
the document.
“Lastly, I do hereby nominate and appoint William Clifton,
Andrew Eppele, and Jacob Lawersveyler executors of this, my last
will and testament, ratifying, et cetera.”
I could feel the heat of the flush that had stolen over my face,
and the man looked up from the paper directly at me, his expression
reflecting the confusion that I felt. Why had I been summoned, if
I were so blatantly cut out of my father’s will?
Refusing to acknowledge him, or anyone else in the
suddenly close and airless office, I shouldered my way to the door,
and forced my way out into the sunlight. There, I took some
steadying breaths, reasoning with myself as best I could.
My father owed me nothing; Mother had made that
abundantly clear, sending back the baskets he sent each year around
my birthday, her mouth pinched and angry, sometimes hurling
abuse after the delivery boy who had been unfortunate enough to
have been dispatched to our door.
Mother scarcely suffered to allow the Colonel to pay for
my schooling, though she was firm in her resolve that I should give
my schoolwork my full attention. She fed and clothed us through
the manufacture and sale of the tatting she fashioned endlessly,
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apparently effortlessly, but it was a bare subsistence.
As my thoughts raced, my uncle Adam came puffing
up behind me, calling out, “Johannes!” He always used the old
German form of my name when we encountered each other around
town.
I stopped and let him catch up with me. Shorter than the
Colonel, and rounder, Uncle Adam was no more welcome under my
mother’s roof than was his brother, so I did not know him well.
As he reached me, though, he grasped my forearm and drew
me into an embrace. I stood stiffly until he released me.
“My boy, I know not what is behind all of that; I had
you summoned because I had every expectation that you would
be named. Please accept my apologies for any embarrassment or
offense I may have given.”
I nodded briskly.
“They are burying your father at the German Reformed
this very afternoon, and have likely already covered his grave. Will
you not accompany me to the churchyard, at the very least?”
I frowned, considering. If I knew Mother at all, she would
by now be insensate in her bed, and would not likely rise for some
days yet, save for the most basic calls of nature. There was no sense
in disturbing her if I did not have to, and, if nothing else, I could
take some portion of my omitted bequest in the food that would be
provided to the mourners. It was liable to be the best I’d eat for a
month.
I nodded, and turned to walk with my uncle, though I
offered only single words in response to his attempts to converse.
He eventually trailed off, just walking silently beside me and
nervously glancing over at me from time to time.
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At the churchyard, I nodded briefly to him and made my
way into the substantial crowd that had gathered around the
heaped earth that marked where my father’s remains had been
buried.
Though I’d barely known him, his friends and admirers
gathered close about the grave, telling stories of the great man.
And now, none of us might ever get the opportunity to make sense
of this difficult, powerful, famous man, whose shadow already
loomed large over my life, my town, and even figured in various
measures into the larger picture of the young nation whose birth
had been followed in a matter of months by my own.
Mother was not missed at the graveside; everyone present
knew that she had her reasons for remaining absent. But besides
the food, I remained there both out of duty, and out of curiosity.
It was not lost on me that the men who’d known my father best
were gathered here, in one place, and it was a unique opportunity
to listen to their reminiscences — and perhaps come to know my
father better in death than I could in life.
A ramrod-spined man, his hair touched about the temples
in grey, as Father’s had been, stood speaking to an older, stooped
man, and I overheard them mention the one-time president of the
old Continental Congress, Hancock, whose name I’d overheard
before about our dining table. There, it had always been a taboo
name, shrouded in shame and secrecy, so I listened avidly to
discover its fell secret . . .
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man on a mission, Isaac Melcher rode into the familiar
streets of Philadelphia, glad to see them little changed,
despite his absence of nearly six months. He was in a
familiar role, but on the largest stage he had yet inhabited, carrying
dispatches of the progress of a crucial undertaking — but this time,
instead of bringing them to Colonel Arnold, he was to deliver word
directly to Congress itself.
If it were good news, the job would be a pleasant diversion
from the grinding hardship of the past months. As it was, he feared
that all of the terrible sacrifices borne by the expedition under
Colonel Arnold’s brilliant leadership would be forgotten in the
disappointment that was sure to follow the delivery of the news he
carried.
The loss of men was expected, naturally — everyone signing
on to follow Arnold from Cambridge had known all too well
that their number would be thinned, whether by British bullets,
accidents, or privation on the journey northward to Québec, or
that perennial killer of soldiers since the first invention of warfare,
ignominious disease of one sort or another.
Less expected were the incredible conditions that a thousand
men had been forced to endure, as they traversed the untracked and
brutal wilderness from their landing at Kennebunk on the untamed
shores of the northern portion of the Massachusetts Bay colony, all
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the way up to Québec.
With a forceful effort of will, Isaac pushed aside the sour
memories that threatened to overwhelm him and focused on picking
his way across the beautiful cobblestones of his hometown, to the
hall where Congress was meeting.
Springtime was in the air, even if it was absent from his heart,
and the contrast between the civilized streets of the City of Brotherly
Love and the rough-and-ready roads he’d traveled between Montréal
and here could hardly be greater. Mud was spattered on his stockings
and boots that he doubted would ever wash out, and he had lamed
two good horses in his headlong dash to deliver the news.
He pulled this latest horse up short before the building,
sliding with relief from the saddle and retrieving the bundle of letters.
Though he was a gentleman, and accustomed enough to riding, the
amount of time he’d spent on horseback in the past fortnight had left
him stiff and sore, and ready for the comforts of a larder stocked with
something better than the plain country food and cider he’d endured
at the tables of backcountry inns on the journey home.
He tied the horse to the post provided outside of the grand
state house where Congress had been meeting when he’d departed.
Painfully mounting the steps toward the front doors, he asked of a
boy who lounged there, “Does Congress sit within today?”
“Nay, sir, but they’ll come back tomorrow, if there be
business enough to engage them.”
“Well, I’ve business to lay before them sufficient to gain
their attention, I’ll warrant. Might you know to whom I ought
direct this packet?”
“Aye, you can find the secretary taking his ease at the city
tavern, back there a block, and down at Second Street; people
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usually bring correspondence there for his consideration.”
“And what name should I inquire for within?”
“Thompson, sir, same as it’s ever been.”
“Thank you kindly, young sir,” Isaac said, tipping his hat
graciously.
Ordinarily, he might have tossed the boy a penny or two for
his trouble, but the trip had left him with a nearly empty purse, and
he knew that he still had expenses before him. With any luck, the
Congress would reimburse him, but based on the harsh and bitter
comments he’d heard Colonel Arnold make about their fickleness
in providing for the welfare of the troops, he knew that there was
at least a good chance that he could expect no more than his salary
— and even that was liable to be delayed for as long as Congress
thought they could string him along.
He walked stiffly down the street, loosening his legs. He
stepped around a still-steaming pile of manure from some passing
carriage’s team and entered the dark and welcoming tavern. The
tavernkeeper was holding forth behind the counter, and Isaac
walked up, leaning against the solid wood gratefully.
The tavernkeeper took note of him and asked, “Would you
have the common, sir? Or something particular?”
“Thank you, good man, but I am here for a Mister
Thompson, whom I understand may be found here?”
The tavernkeeper gave him a genial smile. “Another time,
then. Mister Thompson’s table is over there.” He indicated a
crowded table at the far end of the room, and Isaac again touched
the brim of his hat in thanks.
Approaching the table, he presented himself. “Brigade
Major Melcher, gentlemen, late of the Arnold expedition into
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Canada, and bearing dispatches for the Congress.”
The men around the table turned and looked at him with
interest. One of them, a clean-shaven man with the look of someone
who customarily wore a powdered wig — but was now at his ease
— asked, “Indeed? What manner of dispatches?”
“Sir, if it pleases you, may I know whom I am addressing?
The dispatches concern some matters of delicacy.”
The man nodded. “Sensible. John Hancock, president of
the Congress, at your service.”
“Sir!” Isaac felt a chill fall over him at the impertinence of
challenging the president, of all people. “Of course. I have letters
from General Schuyler and Colonel Arnold, and I must report the
sad loss of General Montgomery at Québec.”
A stir went through the group around the table, and
Hancock extended an open hand toward Isaac.
Isaac stared at his hand for a moment, and Hancock said
mildly, “The dispatches, if you please, sir.”
“Of course,” Isaac said, hastily reaching into his jacket and
retrieving the packet of letters. Hancock took them and tucked
them into his own jacket, unopened. “In addition, I traveled with
two fellow officers who are prepared to offer witness and testimony
to the Congress as to the state and disposition of our Canadian
militias, if that should be of use to your deliberations.”
“I will see to it that the letters and the availability of your
colleagues are referred to the appropriate committee, and that the
necessary actions are communicated to you in due course,” Hancock
said, and added, “Are you housing yourself here at the tavern, or
have you already made arrangements elsewhere?”
“Ah, I am . . . originally from Philadelphia,” Isaac said,
12

Lars D. H. Hedbor

a flush stealing over his face, as though Hancock could read his
thoughts of returning to his wife’s arms within the hour.
“Quite so. Very well, where might we send a message,
should we need you?”
“My father’s inn is the Melcher Tavern, further down on
Second Street, between Race and Arch, and I reside above with my
family.”
“Very good, sir.”
Hancock turned his back on him, returning to the
conversation with his companions in a clear dismissal, and Isaac
retreated, nonplussed.
While he knew better than to expect to be treated as a
returning hero, particularly given the content of the dispatches, he
had hoped to be at least offered the respect due to an officer who
had served through hardship and loss. A drink and a seat to give
his personal account would have been a gracious gesture, even if
politeness would have demanded he demur.
It was yet another in the long series of slights and reverses that
had plagued him ever since he’d boarded the transports embarking
from Newburyport, in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. He
swallowed the flash of anger that he felt, though, saluted Hancock’s
back smartly, and turned on his heel, leaving the tavern.
Outside the state house, the boy was now standing by the
head of Isaac’s horse, a clump of grass clutched in his hand.
Isaac sighed. Children and horses, it seemed, could not be
kept apart under any circumstances.
“He looked hungry,” the boy said, looking up guiltily as
Isaac approached.
Isaac favored the boy with a wry smile. “Horses always
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look hungry, and I suppose that you’re probably right about this
old fellow, as the last place I stopped and let him graze was in Bucks
County.”
He took the boy’s hand and uncurled his fingers, laying the
grass flat across his small palm. “You must not hold the grass in
your fingers when you feed a horse, though, lest he mistake them
for his food. If you hold it in your hand like this, he’ll take it right
off your palm, and you need never fear that he will accidentally nip
your fingers.”
He guided the boy’s hand up to hold the grass where the
animal could reach it, and the old gelding eagerly took it.
“That tickles,” the boy said, giggling as the horse’s lips
brushed against his hand, gathering up the grass.
The horse turned away with his prize, his tail switching to
ward off a fly, and Isaac favored the boy with a smile.
“I must be off,” he said. “I appreciate your care for my friend
here, and for your good advice on where to find the Congress.” He
untied the horse’s lead and saluted the boy no less crisply than he
had President Hancock. Then he swung back up into the saddle,
an unconscious groan escaping his throat, and spurred the animal
into motion.
A well-trained mount was worth nearly its weight in gold
in normal times, but was, perforce, taken for granted when bullets
flew, and it was not uncommon to have your horse shot from under
you. Even knowing that there was no sense in becoming attached
to the beast, Isaac was nonetheless grateful for its calm demeanor
and endurance.
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