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introduction

 

These ten essays by the “Free Republican” were written by 
Benjamin Lincoln, Jr., son of the Revolutionary War gen-
eral, Benjamin Lincoln, from Hingham, Massachusetts.1 
Lincoln was obviously a talented young man. He was born in 
1756, graduated from Harvard in 1777, and by the mid- 1780s 
was well on his way to establishing himself publicly. After 
clerking for three years with two important judges, he set up 
his law practice in 1782 in Cambridge. He had spent thirty 
months in Worcester studying under Judge Levi Lincoln; 
later he moved to Boston to study with John Lowell, one 
of the key figures in the Massachusetts constitutional con-
vention of 1780 and a friend of John and Abigail Adams. At 
the outset of the Revolutionary War in 1775, young Lincoln 
had temporarily left Harvard to serve as an enlisted soldier 
in General John Thomas’s Regiment in Roxbury. In 1777 he 
spent several months in Albany as medical assistant to his 
father, helping him recover from a leg wound received at 
the battle of Saratoga. The father and son were close, and in 
their wartime correspondence General Lincoln had encour-

1. General Benjamin Lincoln’s father and grandfather were also called 
Benjamin Lincoln. But contemporaries were more apt to use junior and 
senior or military titles or geographical sites or other designations rather 
than roman numerals to distinguish living relatives with the same name. 
To complicate matters further, Lincoln, Jr., also named his first son 
Benjamin.
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aged his son to write on political and constitutional ques-
tions, which helps account for the appearance of the young 
man’s Free Republican essays.2

The publication of these essays enhanced what was al-
ready a impressive public career. By 1784 not only was Lin-
coln a trusted member of the Massachusetts Bar practicing 
before the state’s court of common pleas but he had become 
a Freemason in a prestigious lodge. In 1785 he married Mary 
Otis, youngest daughter of the Revolutionary patriot, James 
Otis, and was moving in genteel circles with many power-
ful political and judicial figures, including John Lowell, 
Edmund Trowbridge, and other members of what the fol-
lowers of Thomas Jefferson later called the “Essex Junto.” 
By 1787, he was corresponding regularly with Washington’s 
aide Tobias Lear and at least once with Washington himself.3

2. On Lincoln, Jr., see the biography of his father, David B. Mat-
tern, Benjamin and the American Revolution (Columbia: University of 
South Carolina Press, 1995); and Conrad E. Wright, “Benjamin Lincoln, 
Jr.,” 19, Sibley’s Harvard Graduates: 1774–1777 (Boston: Massachusetts 
Historical Society [hereafter MHS], forthcoming). On Lincoln’s assis-
tance to his wounded father at Albany, see Benjamin Lincoln, Jr. to Dr. 
J. Barker, Dec. 29, 1777, Benjamin Lincoln Papers, microfilm edition, 16 
reels (Boston: MHS, 1967), reel 2. On Lincoln’s transfer to the clerkship 
with Lowell, see Benjamin Lincoln, Jr. to Gen. Benjamin Lincoln, April 
12, 1780, ibid., reel 5. The father and son often discussed political ques-
tions: see especially Lincoln, Jr. to Lincoln, Sr., March 27, 1780, July 31, 
1783, and August 21, 1783, and Benjamin Lincoln, Sr. to Benjamin Lin-
coln, Jr., July 23, 1783, ibid., reel 5, reel 7, and reel 6a.

3. For Lincoln’s friendship with Trowbridge and his correspondence 
with Lear, see Lincoln, Jr. to Lincoln, Sr., March 4, 1781, Tobias Lear 
to Lincoln, Jr., Feb. 26, 1787, Lincoln Papers, MHS, reel 6, reel 8. On 
the “Essex Junto,” see David Hackett Fischer, “The Myth of the Essex 
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But unfortunately in January 1788, just two years after 
the Free Republican was published, Lincoln’s promising 
career was cut short. He died of a sudden illness, leaving his 
wife Mary to raise their two infant sons. His father’s shaky 
finances forced the sale of Lincoln’s superb library that he 
had painstakingly acquired over the previous decade.4 With 
the proceeds, Mary and the children moved to Hingham to 
live with her in- laws, the general and his wife.5

Junto,” William and Mary Quarterly, 21 (1964), 191–235; and his The 
Revolution of American Conservatism: The Federalist Party in the Era of 
Jeffersonian Democracy (New York: Harper & Row, 1965). Lear in his 
February 26, 1787, letter to Lincoln referred to Lincoln’s earlier letter to 
Washington. “His Excellency, so far from thinking that you took undue 
liberties with him in writing so fully, would, I believe, hardly have for-
given you had you done otherwise; he was anxious to hear the particulars 
of affairs in your quarter, and coming from you, he could rely upon the 
accounts. General Lincoln (whom he loves, & for whom he has felt) was 
undoubtedly too much engaged to write to him.”

4. A broadside announced that Lincoln’s books would be “Sold at 
Public Vendue at Russell and Clap’s Auction- Room, Court-Street on 
Wednesday, May 7, 1788, Precisely at Ten in the Morning.” A Catalogue 
of Books Belonging to the Estate of the late Benjamin Lincoln, Esq., Attor-
ney at Law [Boston, 1788], in Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
Among the 120 titles were numerous law books, Hume’s Essays and his 
History of England in 7 vols., Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws and his 
Persian Letters, Rollin’s Ancient History in 8 vols., Cicero’s Orations in 
3 vols., The Spectator in 8 vols., Raynal’s Indies in 6 vols., Hooke’s Ro-
man History in 3 vols., and several novels, including the Vicar of Bray, 
Humphry Clinker, and Tristram Shandy. In addition to his own library, 
Lincoln was sometimes given the free use of the libraries of Chief Justice 
Francis Dana and Judge Edmund Trowbridge. See Lincoln, Jr., to Lin-
coln, Sr., March 4, 1781, Lincoln Papers, MHS, reel 6.

5. In February 1807 Mary Otis at the age of forty- three committed 
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Lincoln’s first six essays of the Free Republican first 
appeared in seven monthly issues of the Boston Magazine 
throughout the year 1784.6 Apparently the essays were so 
well received and considered so important that Lincoln de-
cided that they ought to have a wider readership. This could 
be done by bringing them out in the popular Boston news-
paper, the Independent Chronicle. So between November 
24, 1785, and February 9, 1786, the Independent Chronicle 
republished the first six of Lincoln’s essays and then sub-
sequently published the four additional essays.

The publication of the Free Republican essays was in-
deed a significant intellectual event in Massachusetts poli-
tics. Benjamin Austin in his Observations on the Pernicious 
Practice of the Law (1786) immediately took on the Free Re-

suicide a week after her marriage to Dr. Henry Ware, Hollis Professor of 
Divinity at Harvard, and prior to 1805, minister of the First Church in 
Hingham. See the New England Historical and Genealogical Register, 
6 (1852): 148, 78 and (1924): 300; and Wright, “Lincoln, Jr.,” 19 Sibley’s 
Harvard Graduates: 1774–1777.

6. In November 1783 the Boston Magazine was organized by a dozen 
Harvard graduates calling themselves the Society for Compiling a Maga-
zine: Ministers: John Bradford (A.B. 1774), John Clarke (A.B. 1774), John 
Eliot (A.B. 1772), James Freeman (A.B. 1777), Simeon Howard (A.B. 
1758), and Samuel Parker (A.B. 1764); Doctors: Nathaniel Walker Apple-
ton (A.B. 1773) and Aaron Dexter (A.B. 1776); Bookseller: Benjamin 
Guild (A.B. 1769); Judge: Thomas Dawes (A.B. 1777), Lawyer: Benjamin 
Lincoln, Jr. (A.B. 1777); State clerk: George Richards Minot (A.B. 1778). 
See Robb K. Henderson, “Periodical Publics: Magazines and Literary 
Networks in Post- Revolutionary America” (Diss., University of Con-
necticut, 2009), 211–12. On the identification of Lincoln as the Free Re-
publican, see The Boston Magazine, Vol. 1, copy in MHS, inscribed “Jas. 
Freeman.”
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publican. Austin challenged the Free Republican’s conten-
tion that lawyers were a “necessary order in a republic.” 
Austin devoted his fifty- two- page pamphlet uncovering “the 
many pernicious practices in the profession of the law” in 
order to make a case for abolishing what he believed was 
anything but a necessary order; in fact, he claimed, the order 
of lawyers was both “useless” and “dangerous.” And more 
than a dozen years later the self- educated New England 
farmer William Manning in his “Key of Liberty” written in 
1799 vividly recalled the significance of the Free Republi-
can’s essays, even as he passionately disagreed with them.7

Those essays by the Free Republican, Manning said, 
were the “the greatest collection of historical accounts” of 
the “feuds and animosities, contentions and bloodsheds that 
happened in the ancient republics” that he had ever encoun-
tered. By setting forth the many struggles that had taken 
place through history “between the Few and the Many, the 
patricians and plebeians, rich and poor, debtor and credi-
tor,” the writings of the Free Republican framed Manning’s 
own thinking about society.8

Manning was particularly taken with Lincoln’s essay 
Number V, which had drawn “the dividing line between the 
Few and Many as they apply to us in America.” “Two distinct 
and different orders of men,” the Free Republican had writ-

7. Honestus [Benjamin Austin], Observations on the Pernicious Prac-
tice of the Law as Published Occasionally in the Independent Chronicle 
(Boston, 1786), 3, 6; “A Laborer [William Manning], The Key of Liberty,” 
in Michael Merrill and Sean Wilentz, eds., The Key of Liberty: The Life 
and Writings of William Manning, “A Laborer,” 1747–1814 (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993).

8. [Manning], Key of Liberty, 127.


