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Times were hard for the people of colonial Boston in the winter of 1774.  Not only had King George III of England closed the Boston harbor to punish all those who spoke against his harsh laws, he had sent thousands of soldiers, led by their commander-in-chief General Thomas Gage, to reinforce his edicts.  Large numbers of British soldiers were encamped on the Boston Common, preventing the people of Boston from using their own public space.  But at least the king had not closed the schools – young Henry Price and his two brothers still had classes every day.

It had snowed hard for three nights, but Henry’s ninth birthday was clear, perfect for sled riding.  To his delight, despite the hard times, he was given a beautiful new sled made by his father.  Excited by the thought of sledding on the Common, which had the best hills in Boston, Henry and his brothers took their sleds to school.  Their sister, Kate, met them at lunchtime with corn bread, apple jam, and her own sled.  Together, they hurried to the Common – only to find that British troops had put their tents and cooking fires right in the middle of the sled runs.  But Henry was determined to try his new sled.  Could he find a way?

Based on the local lore of Boston, this tale of a courageous boy gives a rich picture of colonial life at a troubled time.

Excerpt from text:

We were steaming mad, all four of us.
This was our Common.
These were our ponds to skate on.
And there were no better hills to sled on anywhere in Boston.
It seemed as if the British troops had made it their Common.

Now there was no open run to sled on.
So instead, we walked among the barracks, and listened with our eyes and with our ears.
Ben began to count new sheds and tents and horses.
Kate and I counted kegs of powder and barrels of fish.
Colin counted officers.

Kate and I saw General Gage.
He was right there in front of us, almost close enough to touch.
He looked like a general, and he stood like a general.

But he didn’t look mean.
Not like a tyrant who would close our harbor.
Not like a bully for King George. 
And not like an old woman, as some Boston newspapers called him.
He had slate-blue eyes and was speaking kindly to his soldiers who were setting up a tent.
General Gage looked like a man who would listen, a good man, a man like my father.

If I could just speak to General Gage for a few minutes, maybe he would help us.
Maybe he would let us sled on our Common.
But I was just a town boy.
General Gage was the royal governor.
I’d have to be as brave as the Boston patriots who told the king of England that his taxes were not fair.

I held on to my sled tightly and took a deep breath.
“Hurry,” I whispered to Kate.
“Go find Colin and Ben.  We’re going to talk to General Gage.”

And so we did, right there in the middle of the Common, with British soldiers all about us.
I walked up to General Gage tugged hard on his scarlet sleeve, and asked if he would hear a town boy’s complaint.
Some of the officers glared at me sternly and began to order us away.
But the tall general turned and held up his hand to still them. 
Then he said, “Let this boy have his words.”

And so I talked. 
And General Gage listened.

I told him that the Boston Common belonged to all of us, not just his soldiers.
I told him his troops had knocked down our snow forts, and ruined our ponds for skating,
And that they had built their cook fires in the middle of the best sled runs.

Then, with Colin and Ben and Kate right beside me, I said:  “And it’s my birthday, sir, and I wish to use my new sled on the steepest hill in our town.  
But I can’t, you see, because of your men.
And we have to be back at our school by two o’clock for our lessons.”

General Gage crossed his arms and looked out across the snowy Common.
His officers stood nearby with stony faces.
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Then the general put his hand on my shoulder.
He told me I had a fine sled and asked who had made it.
“My father,” I said proudly.

He leaned down to inspect the other sleds.
Then he stood up and said in a general’s voice:
“I’m a father as well as a soldier for my king … I have sons,
And daughters, too,” he added, nodding at Kate.
“And I know my own children would like to sled this hill if they were here.
But they’re back in England in school.”

Then General Gage asked me my name.
“Henry, sir,” I said, standing as tall as I could.
“Henry Price.”

“Henry.”  The general nodded.
“That’s a good name, indeed.”
He shook my hand, man to man.
“My oldest son is named Henry.”

“I’m the youngest in our house,” I said.

“You may be the youngest,” said General Gage, “but you have the courage of a good soldier as well as the spunk of your local rebels.”
He turned swiftly on his heel to one of his officers.

“Instruct all troops that they are to allow the tow children to sled where they wish.
And keep the ice unbroken in one of those ponds.
Tell the men they are to clear a good run.
And be quick about it.
It’s my young friend’s birthday, and he needs to try out a new sled before two o’clock this day.”

I’ll never forget the first time I came down that hill on a sled I could call my own:
Down, down, down the snowy path beneath my runners, the tents and barrels blurring past, the red coats of soldiers rushing past, the wind on my face and in my eyes, faster, faster, over bumps and more bumps, straight through the sprawling camp of British troops till I reached the bottom of the Common, then slower, slower, slow, till I slid to a stop, never wanting that ride to end

Again and again, my brothers and my sister and I sledded down the best hill in Boston and then dragged our sleds to the top, until it was time to hurry back to the South Writing School for Mr. Andrews’s afternoon lessons.



