
rtemas ward, A.B. 1748, A.M. ’51,

lay ill in bed on April 19, 1775, as

embattled farmers fired the shot

heard round the world. But when

a courier reached the Ward

homestead in Shrewsbury, Massachu-

setts, to say the fighting had begun, Ward

arose and rode to Cambridge, where, with

only the authority given him by a provin-

cial congress, he took charge of ragtag

forces and led an armed rebellion against

a superpower as the first commander in

chief of the American Revolution. General

George Washington, elected by the Con-

tinental Congress to lead the combined

troops of the colonies, took over from

General Ward on July 2, 1775. 

Active in both colonial and state gov-

ernment, Ward was a chief justice of the

Court of Common Pleas and speaker of

the state house of representatives. He also

served in the U.S. Congress, aligned with

the Federalists. In late 1797, he “quit the

theatre of action,” as he wrote his daugh-

ter, and after two years of quiet retire-

ment in Shrewsbury, he died in October

1800 at age 73. 

The homestead remained in the family

until 1926, when another Artemas, A.B.

1899, gave it to Harvard. From April to

November, it is open, free of charge, as a

tourist attraction (for hours, call 508-

842-8900). Phillips professor of early

American history Laurel Thatcher Ulrich

thinks that, along with the Ward papers

in various depositories, the place in future

could be “a truly exemplary site for the

study of American culture,” and she isn’t

alone in hoping that it will be.

Many of the furnishings of the home are

not of the general’s era. But he could have

slept in the Chippendale canopy bed

shown above. There he is over the mantel,

in a portrait attributed to Raphael Peale.

Ward’s yellow, one-horse shay, now very

rare, is in the barn (a huge structure built

in 1848 and a model of progressive agricul-

ture). The adult-sized cradle at left was

used by his invalid sister Martha, but else-

where; Artemas and his brother Elisha

were charged with her care in their fa-

ther’s will, but they farmed her out. The

Windsor writing chair above might well

have accommodated the general, “rather

overstern in demeanor; somewhat slow in

speech and with a biblical turn to his con-

versation; inflexible in his ideas,” writes

his biographer, Charles Martyn,  “and

fully convinced that the Massachusetts

Bay Colony was the land most approved

by Providence, and that those of Massa-

chusetts were the Chosen People.”
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Headquarters
The first commander in chief 
of the fractious colonials slept here.
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