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Recently a handwritten manuscript dated 1783 was do-
nated to the New England Historic Genealogical Society.[1] 

When archivists Timothy Salls and Judy Lucey discovered 
that the manuscript was an unusual legal document, they 

suggested that it might make 
a good topic for this column. 
Subsequent research indicated 
that we were not the first to 
learn of the manuscript’s ex-
istence. Versions of the docu-
ment, and the poignant di-
lemma that it revealed, have 
circulated over the years in local 
lore and published sources, [2] 
yet this true story — about a 
man who went to war and the 
wife he left behind — is not 
widely known and is worth 
retelling. 

The marriage of Sarah Wyman and Ichabod 
Richardson, on June 6, 1770,[3] joined two of 

the oldest (and most numerous) families in Woburn, 
Massachusetts. Sarah was twenty-one years old when 
she began married life with Ichabod. He was a twen-
ty-three-year-old carpenter,[4] and they probably set 
up housekeeping with one of their many Wyman or 
Richardson relatives, perhaps his widowed mother, 
Hannah. Seven months after the wedding, on January 
17, 1771, Sarah and Ichabod welcomed a son, Ichabod 
Jr.[5]

Nearby was another Richardson family (tax records 
suggest that they may have lived next door) — a young 
blacksmith, Josiah, and his wife, Mary, who married in 
1769 and had their first child, Josiah Jr., only a month 
before Ichabod Jr.’s birth. Ichabod and Josiah were 
third cousins (undoubtedly all Richardsons in Woburn 
claimed some degree of kinship), and their sons, so 
close in age, likely became playmates. 

The little boys, only four years old when the first 
shots of Revolution rang out at the neighboring town 
of Lexington in April 1775, might have watched their 
fathers march off to answer the alarm. For their moth-

ers, no doubt, the days passed slowly. The extent of 
Josiah’s service is unclear. Ichabod signed on for eight 
more months in the Continental Army, as a sergeant in 
the company of Captain Jonas Richardson (probably 
his brother). When that tour of duty ended, Ichabod 
came home, but not for long. He enlisted as a sailor 
on the privateer Warren, bid Sarah and his son goodbye 
yet again, and set out to sea for a dangerous adventure. 
Ichabod would serve the Revolution by intercepting 
enemy ships, with the opportunity, if he survived, of 
gaining a fortune in plunder, far beyond anything he 
could hope to provide his family as a Woburn carpenter. 

Sarah had no choice but to wait. The Richardsons 
next door, and other friends and family, must have 
done their best to help, but weeks stretched into 
months, then years. The war continued. Some Woburn 
men returned from battle, some wives became widows, 
and still Sarah waited, with no letter from Ichabod and 
no word about the fate of his ship. Finally, after six 
years of waiting for Ichabod — more than half of her 
marriage — Sarah had to acknowledge that Ichabod 
surely was dead. She would never see him again. 

But Sarah did not have to raise her son alone. The 
blacksmith Josiah Richardson, recently widowed, pro-
posed marriage. Sarah accepted this second chance at 
happiness, probably moving into Josiah’s house after 
their wedding on March 19, 1782,[6] glad to give her 
son a father and a brother, grateful for the love and 
support that her new husband offered. They had less 
than a year to settle in as a family, however, before life 
abruptly changed. It was early 1783 when Ichabod 
showed up on their doorstep.

Sarah and Josiah may have thought, at first, that 
Ichabod was a ghost. Ichabod Jr., by now twelve years 
old, probably had no clear memories of his father and 
would not have recognized the man who stood there. 
But Ichabod was indeed alive, with a remarkable story to 
tell. The British had captured his ship off the European 
coast in November 1776, taking the American crew-
men prisoner. Ichabod sailed for months as a British 
captive, finally arriving in June 1777 at Forton Prison in 
Portsmouth, England. But determined not to die in pris-
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on, Ichabod managed, 
somehow, to escape, 
making his way to 
France, where he 
found employment 
as a sailor on a ship 
heading for the East 
Indies. Ichabod had to 
journey more years, around 
the world, before finally returning to 
Massachusetts. And he wanted his family back.

Sarah had a difficult choice to make, regardless of 
her feelings for Ichabod and Josiah. The legal implica-
tions could have meant complicated litigation (perhaps 
even the risk of an adultery prosecution against Sarah) 
if anyone in this unfortunate triangle decided to fight. 
Ultimately, Sarah chose what she thought best for her 
son, and the men consulted a Woburn official, Josiah 
Johnson (probably the local justice of the peace), for a 
quiet way to handle the legalities. Johnson took up his 
quill pen, and drafted a contract: 

Whereas Ichabod Richardson of Wobourn in the 
County of Middlesex, Common Wealth of the 
Massachussetts Shopjoyner about six or seven years 
sinse, (during the unhappy Difference between Great 
Brittian and American the Collones) Inlisted him on 
bourd one of the American Privettears leaving behind 
his wife Sarah by which he had Issue one son in which 
unlucky voige he was take Prisoner by the Brittians 
and was carried to great Brittian and from thence to 
the East Indies which occasioned him six or seven years 
absence without any the least notice to his said wife 
Sarah of his being in the land of the living. During 
this uncertain Interim the said Sarah in a dessolate state 
Josiah Richardson of said Wobourn blacksmith being 
left a widower married the said Sarah. But it so happens 
at this present time the said Ichabod is now returned 
and puttes in his claim to the said wife Sarah which by 
reason of their said Issue she chuses to cohabit with her 
former husband the said Ichabod as she hath [not] had 
nor is like to have any by the said Josiah and they the 
said Ichabod and Josiah for the amicable settlement of 
the unhappy afair between them stipulate as follows . . . 

The contract specified return of property, as if the 
marriage between Sarah and Josiah had never oc-
curred, with penalties if either man violated the agree-
ment. Both men signed, and Ichabod resumed his 
role as Sarah’s husband. Undoubtedly everyone tried 
to move on through these awkward and bittersweet 
times. Possibly Ichabod attempted a fresh start for his 
family in another town (tax records suggest that they 
lived elsewhere for at least another year), but the fam-
ily was back in Woburn later in 1784. By then, Josiah 
had remarried, to another woman named Mary,[7] with 

whom he lived for nearly 
two more decades, until his 

death in 1801. 
For Sarah and Ichabod, however, there was 

little time left, and no more children. She died June 19, 
1786, only 37 years old.[8] Ichabod lived long enough 
to attend his son’s wedding to Ruth Baldwin, also of 
Woburn, on September 21, 1791,[9] and to wave good-
bye as the newlyweds left Woburn to settle in New 
Hampshire. Alone at the age of fifty, Ichabod died a 
few months later, on February 5, 1792. [10] 
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