
Biographical research at the Massachusetts historical soci-

ety has discovered in the 1773 diary of JereMy Belknap (1744– 
98), a congregationalist clergyman, what is likely a text by phillis Wheat-
ley that predates any known before now.1 Belknap’s diary is interleaved in 
Bickerstaff’s Boston Almanack. For the Year of Our Lord, 1773. the last page 
includes a twenty- word poem in Belknap’s hand that he identifies as “phillis 
Wheatley’s first effort———ad 1765. Æ 11.” Belknap transcribes the text 
twice. the first version is in three lines, as if he could not decide whether 
it was prose or poetry, with an inserted two- word phrase placed above the 
first line and located by a caret below it:

           unto salvation 
Mrs thacher’s son is gone

^
her daughter too 

 so i conclude
they are both gone to be renewed

Belknap’s second transcription, immediately following the first, presents 
the text as a four- line poem, framed in the manuscript by an opening bracket:

Mrs thacher’s son is gone 
unto salvation 
her daughter too, so i conclude 
they are both gone to be renewed

the two transcriptions were made at different times. the three- line version 
is written in dark ink. the four- line poem and the “unto salvation” added to 
the three- line version are written in a lighter- colored ink.

Mrs. thacher (d. 30 Jan. 1776), the former Bathsheba doggett, was the 
widow of John kent of Boston when she married a widower, oxenbridge tha-
cher, sr. (1681–1772), as his second wife, in 1740. her seventeen- year- old 
daughter, sarah, married his twenty- one- year- old son, oxenbridge thacher, Jr. 
(1719–65), the following year. consequently, oxenbridge  thacher, Jr., was the 
“son” of Mrs. oxenbridge thacher, sr., in two senses: he was her stepson and 
her son- in- law. oxenbridge  thacher, Jr., and his wife lived in central  Boston, 
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a couple of streets west of the home of Wheatley’s 
owners, John and susanna Wheatley, and their 
adult twins, Mary and nathaniel. oxenbridge tha-
cher, Jr., a well- respected Boston lawyer, was also a 
prominent and promising local politician. like John 
Wheatley before him and nathaniel Wheatley after, 
oxenbridge thacher, Jr., held various town offices. 
he was an early proponent of colonial rights and 
one of Boston’s four representatives in the Mas-
sachusetts general assembly when he died. sarah 
tha cher died on 4 July 1764 at her father- in- law’s 
house in Milton, Massachusetts (Boston Gazette and 
Country Journal 9 July 1764), a victim of the small-
pox epidemic that struck Boston in 1764. oxen-
bridge thacher, Jr., who apparently never recovered 
from the side effects of having been inoculated 
against the disease, died on 9 July 1765 in Boston, 
“after a long languishment” (Massachusetts Gazette 
and Boston News- letter 11 July 1765).

there are many grounds for accepting 
Belknap’s attribution of the verses on the deaths 
of Mr. and Mrs. thacher to an eleven- year- old 
phillis Wheatley. the poem would thus be the first 
of nineteen elegies we could now assign to her (not 
including variants of several of those). it would also 
be the first of her many occasional poems—that is, 
her earliest poem written in response to a recent 
event. the brevity, style, genre, content, and allu-
sions of the piece all point to phillis Wheatley as its 
author in 1765. the succession of brief clauses, the 
staccato rhythm, and the nearly successful attempt 
to write couplets are typical of juvenilia, especially 
by someone who had lived in an en glish- speaking 
environment for only four years. as a brief occa-
sional elegy on the death of a Boston notable, the 
lines in Belknap’s diary anticipate the most com-
mon type of poem found among Wheatley’s later 
works. not surprisingly, the emphasis on private 
and domestic loss in the poem contrasts with the 
concentration on public and political loss found in 
fourteen lines titled “Written extempore, on hear-
ing of the death of oxenbridge thacher, esq.; on 
a supposed view of the corps,” by “s. y.” and pub-
lished in the Boston News- letter and New En gland 
Chronicle on 18 July 1765. as one might expect 
from a young girl, the pious sentiment expressed 

in the piece that Belknap attributes to Wheatley 
concerns only the surviving mother and her late 
children. though still alive, oxenbridge thacher, 
sr., is overlooked. if Wheatley wrote the poem, 
she may have ignored the father because he had 
been living in Milton for several years and thus 
was unfamiliar to her. sarah and oxenbridge tha-
cher, Jr., on the other hand, were members of the 
congregationalist old south church, which phillis 
Wheatley formally joined in 1771. Writing an elegy 
on their deaths effectively highlighted the spiritual 
community the author shared with them.

Belknap, who founded the Massachusetts 
historical society in 1791, knew Wheatley, or at 
least knew of her, before 1773. he was sent a vari-
ant manuscript version of her elegy on the death 
of Joseph sewall (1688–1769), a congregationalist 
clergyman, which is now at dartmouth college. 
the thacher and sewall elegies may have reached 
Belknap through a source or sources other than 
Wheatley. Belknap was living in new hampshire in 
1765, when the lines on the thachers would have 
been written by an eleven- year- old Wheatley, as 
well as in 1773, when he transcribed them. But he 
frequently visited Boston, his hometown, during 
that period. More significantly perhaps, he main-
tained a close relationship with his uncle, Mather 
Byles (1707–88), a major published colonial poet 
who resided in Boston. an amateur poet himself in 
his youth, Belknap imitated Byles in his own early 
attempts at poetry. Byles also served as a model for 
Wheatley, whom he encouraged as a poet, and he is 
one of the eighteen Boston worthies who attested 
in print to the authenticity of her Poems on Various 
Subjects, Religious and Moral, published in london 
in 1773.2 Before the twentieth century, amateur 
authors, particularly women, often circulated their 
writings in manuscript before, or instead of, hav-
ing them printed. pride in their slave’s precocious 
efforts may have motivated the Wheatleys to share 
them with members of the Boston literati. the pub-
lication of Wheatley’s Poems and Belknap’s familiar-
ity with at least one of her earlier elegies may have 
prompted him to seek more information about her 
in 1773, and his uncle was clearly in a position to in-
form him about her progress as an aspiring author.

796 “phillis Wheatley’s first effort” [ P M L A
li

tt
le

-k
n

o
w

n
d

o
c
u

m
e

n
ts

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2010.125.3.795 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1632/pmla.2010.125.3.795


assuming that the lines Jeremy Belknap re-
corded in his diary in 1773 are indeed by phillis 
Wheatley and assuming that she composed them 
shortly after the death of oxenbridge thacher, Jr., 
in 1765, they constitute her earliest known piece 
of writing of any kind. until now, her earliest writ-
ings were thought to be the missing “on the death 
of the rev. dr. sewall, When sick, 1765,” included 
in her 1772 “proposals,” and her missing letter to 
samson occom. John Wheatley mentions the latter 
in his letter prefacing her Poems, but he misdates 
it 1765 rather than 1766. Belknap apparently ac-
curately described the lines he recorded in 1773 
as “phillis Wheatley’s first effort.”

Notes

1. I very gratefully thank the National Endowment for 
the Humanities and the John Carter Brown Library for 
the fellowship support that made this research possible. I 
am equally grateful to the Massachusetts Historical Soci-
ety for granting me permission to reproduce the poem.

2. On the probable influence of Byles on Wheatley, 
see Shields.
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