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TIMOTHY DWIGHT

The case of James Yates was far from unique. As historian Karen Halt-
tunen has shown in her pioneering study Murder Most Foul (1998), do-
mestic murder—particularly “the ﬂl.\ughter of an entir 1ly by its

p.gtnm.hal head"—became an mcrva\mglv common subject in latg L8th-
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century American crime literature. One ot the most sensational of these
incidents was the atrocity perpetrated in December 1782 by the Con-
necticut shopkeeper William Beadle,

The Beadle murders became the subject of sermons, broadside bal-
lads, and pamphlets, including a shockingly graphic account written
by his friend and neighbor, Stephen Mix Mitchell, one of the first men
to arrive at the murder scene. Mitchell's widely distributed narrative of
the “horrid massacre” provided material for the following account by
another of Beadle'’s intimates, Timothy Dwight (1752-1817). A pastor,
educator, and prominent member of the Connecticut Wits, America’s
first poetic “school,” Dwight owes his place in our literary history to
three ambitious poems: The Conquest of Canaan (1785), an epic-length
expansion of the biblical story of Joshua; The Triumph of Infidelity
(1788), a lengthy defense of orthodox Calvinism; and Greenfield Hill
(1794), a pastoral celebration of New England village life. His four-
volume Travels in New-England and New-York, published posthumously
in 1821-22, is the source of this selection.

“A crime more atrocious and
horrible than any other”

ethersfield is remarkable for having been the scene of a crime,
more atrocious and horrible than any other, which has been
perpetrated within the limits of New-England; and scarcely exceeded
in the history of man. By the politeness of my friend, Col. Belden, Iam
enabled to give you an authentic account of this terrible transaction,
taken from the records of the third School District in Wethersfield. I
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shall not, however, copy the record eg&aﬁf_{)’: but wi]] ive Yo "
stance of every thjglg_}!hi‘ih.i.t_g‘-.)mffms' . /\Ew
“William Beadle was born in a little village, neay Lo o

year 1755, he went out to Barbadoes, with Governor p info]d.; I\ilhth
he staid six years, and then returned to England. [y, 1762, i y
chased a small quantity of goods; and brought thep, to New\yp .
and thence to Stratford in Connecticut, where he liveq ab()ut(:’k
years. Thence he removed to Derby; where he continued , ear%
two; and thence to Fairfield. Here he married Miss Lathrop, aly d’y°’
a respectable family, belonging to Plymouth in MassachuSetts' !
1772, he removed to Wethersfield, and continued in this tow, abol;
ten years; sustaining the character of a worthy, honest Man, 2,
fair dealer.

In the great controversy, which produced the Americap Revq,

tion, he adopted American principles; and characteristically, adherg

with rigid exactness to whatever he had once adopted. After the cop,

tinental paper currency* began to depreciate; almost EVEry trade

sold his goods at an enhanced price. Beadle, however, continued ¢,
sell his at the original prices, and to receive the depreciated currency
in payment. This money he kept by him, until it had lost its valye
The decay of his property rendered him melancholy; as appeared by
several letters, which he left behind him, addressed to different per-
sons of his acquaintance,

By the same letters, and other writings, it appears, that he began o
entertain designs of the most desperate nature, three years before his
death; but was induced to Postpone them by a hope, that Providence
would, in some way or other, change his circumstances for the better,
so far, as to make it advisable for him to wait for death in the ordinary
course of events. But every thing, which took Place, whether of great
or little importance, tended, he $4ys, to convince him, that it was his
duty to adopt the contrary determinatjon, During all this time he
managed hjs ordinary concerns just as he had heretofore done. His

*The paper money emitted by Congress during the Revolutionary war.
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countenance wore no appearance of any change in his feelings, or
views; and not one of his acquaintance seems to have suspected, that
he was melancholy. The very evening before the catastrophe, to which
[ have alluded, took place, he was in company with several of his
friends; and conversed on grave and interesting subjects; but without
the least appearance of any peculiar emotion.

On the morning of Dec. 11th, 1782, he called up a female servant,
who slept in the same room with his children, and was the only do-
mestic in his family; and directed her to arise so softly, as not to dis-
turb the children. When she came down, he gave her a note, which he
had written to Dr. Farnsworth, his family-physician; and told her to
carry it, and wait until the physician was ready to come with her; in-
forming her at the same time, that Mrs. Beadle had been ill through
the night.

After the servant had gone, as appeared by the deplorable scene,
presented to the eyes of those who first entered the house; he took an
axe, struck each of his children once, and his wife twice on the head;
cut their throats quite across with a carving-knife, which he had pre-
pared for the purpose; and then shot himself through the head with
a pistol.

Dr. Farnsworth, upon opening the note, found that it announced
the diabolical purpose of the writer; but supposing it impossible, that
a sober man should adopt so horrible a design, concluded, that he had
been suddenly seized by a delirium. Dr. Farnsworth, however, has-
tened with the note to the Hon. Stephen Mix Mitchell, now Chief
Justice of the State. This gentleman realized the tragedy at once. The
house was immediately opened, and all the family were found dead,
in the manner which has been specified.

I knew this family intimately. Mrs. Beadle possessed a very pleasing
person, a fine mind, and delightful manners. The children were un-
usually lovely and promising. Beadle in his writings, which were nu-
merous, professed himself a Deist; and declared that man was in his
opinion a mere machine; unaccountable for his actions, and inca-
pable of either virtue or vice. The idea of a Revelation he rejected with
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ame time he reprobated the vices of Other, .

d spoke of duty, in the very same writing, i
ve of his belief in the existence of both N

and sin. The Jury of inquest pronounced hlrg to be of soung
and brought in a verdict of murder, and ?UlCl. e.- o

The inhabitants of Wethersfield, frantic with indignation and
ror at a crime so unnatural and monstrous, and :jlt the sight of | .
and her children, for whom they had the highest regarq thy
butchered by one, who ought to have protected them at the haza, i
his life, took his body; as they found it, and draggeditona Smal]g),,
to the bank of the river, without any coffin, with the bloody knif, tig
upon it; and buried it, as they would have buried the carcase of,
beast, between high and low water mark.

The corpses of the unhappy family were the next day carried, with
every mark of respect, to the Church; where a sermon was Preacheg
to a very numerous concourse of sincere mourners. They were the,
interred in the common burying-ground, and in one grave,

Mrs. Beadle was thirty-two years of age; and the eldest child aboy
fifteen. Beadle was fifty-two years of age; of small stature; and of 4
ordinary appearance. He was contemplative; possessed good sense;
loved reading, and delighted in intelligent conversation. His manner
were gentlemanly; and his disposition hospitable. His countenanc
exhibited a strong appearance of determination; yet he rarely looked
the person, with whom he was conversing, in the face; but turned his
;:’:ca::szzte; ::e‘::iydi:il:io(:z scircumstance, which I observed in
tended him, might merit the namewe . ’m.YStel’)G e

e of suspicious. Such as he was, he

was cheerfully admitted to th :
e best society in thi X :
no better society. Y in this town: and there is

contempt. At the s
strongest terms; an

guage, decisively expressl l
m,',,d
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the river. The inhabitants of Glastenbury, thinking themselves in-
sulted by the burying of such a monster within its limits, manifested
their uneasiness in such a manner, as to induce the Select-men of the
town of Wethersfield to order a removal of the body. Accordingly it
was removed in the night, secretly, and by a circuitous route; and
buried again at some distance from the original place of sepulture.
within a few days however, the spot, where it was interred, was dis-
covered. It was removed again in the night, and buried near the west-
ern bank of the river, in Wethersfield. The following spring it was
uncovered by the freshet. The flesh was washed from the bones. At
this season, a2 multitude of persons customarily resort to Wethers-
field, to purchase fish. By these and various other persons, in the in-
dulgence of a strange, and I think unnatural curiosity, the bones were
broken off, and scattered through the country.”

Pride was unquestionably the ruin of Beadle. He was, obviously, a
man of a very haughty mind. This passion induced him, when he had
once determined, that the paper currency would escape a depreciation,
to continue selling his goods at the former prices, after the whole com-
munity had, with one voice, adopted a new rate of exchange. Under the
influence of this passion he refused to lay out his money in fixed prop-
erty; although prudence plainly dictated such a measure. When he saw
his circumstances reduced so as to threaten him with a necessary and
humiliating change in his style of living; pride prompted him, instead
of making new exertions to provide for his family, to sit down in a
sullen hostility against God and man, and to waste the whole energy
of his mind in resentment against his lot, and in gloomy determina-
tions to escape from it. He doated upon his wife and children. His
pride could not bear the thought of leaving them behind him, with-
out a fortune sufficient to give them undisputed distinction in the
world.

A gentleman, who had long been a friend to Beadle, offered him
letters of credit, to any amount, which he should wish. Of this his
friend informed me personally. Pride induced Beadle to refuse the

 offer.
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In these charges | am supported by Beadle’s own Writiy,

n his very cause for his conduct; and a.llcgcs it every thg,‘ \
fl?wnv m.ds indeed; but In terms, which, though Speqofl:i l
in ..

o i trued. U
w0 explicit to be miscons . _ .
Beadle, as [ have observed, denied the existence of a Divip, Reye

son. Yet he placed a strong reliance upon dreams, as conveyi,
indications of the will of Gob; so strong as to make them the
s of his own moral conduct ina case of tremendous magnit,, de
by his writings to have been long persuaded, that he j, q
right to ta'kc the lives of his children, because they were his Childrq:.
and therefore, in hisown view his property, and to be disposed of g
cording to his pleasure: i.e. as | suppose, in any manner, whic he
should fudge conducive to their good. But he thought himself uny,,
ranted to take away the life of his wife; because, being the chilq
another person, she was not in the same sense his property, nor unde
his control. This you will call a strange current of thought: but the
manner, in which he solved his scruples, was certainly not less strange,
His wife, under the influence of very painful impressions from his
extraordinary conduct, particularly from the fact, that he continually
brought an axe, and other instruments of death, into his bed-
chamber, dreamed frequently, and in a very disturbed manner. One
morning she told him, that in her sleep, the preceding night, she had
R h" own corpse, and the corpses of her children, exposed in cof-
ﬂth!: :::c usltt!rct,t;hat the sun sh?ne on them for a long time; and that
M’s mn;‘n:l hi'sflmen. This drcar.n ma.de a deep impression on
i e dm"’rf;l:’gs.hc mentions it as having solved all his
S ;t:on from Heaven, that it was lawful for
il at eath.
el cxcmspt ri(:;gff::i:f the‘p'ropricty, with which Infidels
Had this man cvcuPcr;tmon, and credulity.
fortitude, of a C s ;shadEd o a little share of the patience, and
God with that resignation, which :rned t‘" submit to the pleasure of
y so obvious a dictate even of natu-

mility, which is so charming a feature of the
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Christian ch?racter, formed any part of his own; he might, even now,
have been alive; and might in all probability, have seen his children
grow UP.tO be the support, and the joy, of his declining years.

He died worth three hundred pounds sterling. The farmers in
Connecticut were, at an average, probably not worth more, at the
same period. Every one of them; at least every one of them, whose
property did not overrun this sum; might, therefore, with equal pro-
priety, have acted in the same manner. What would become of the
world, if every man in it, who was worth no more than three hundred
pounds sterling, were to murder himself and his family.

I think you will agree with me, that we have, here, a strong speci-
men, of the weakness of Infidelity; and of the wickedness, to which it

conducts its votaries.
Travels in New-England and New-York, 1821-22
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