Sarah Hatfield Clark

The ideals of representative government flowed through the veins of Sarah Hatfield from
the time of her birth in Elizabethtown, New Jersey in 1728. Hatfield, sometimes spelled
Heathfield or Hetfield was the eldest daughter of Isaac Hatfield and Sarah Price. Her mother,
was the daughter of Benjamin and Mary Price. Hatfield’s father, Isaac, was the son of Matthias
Hetfield (a weaver and juryman in Elizabethtown) and Marie Melyn.! Melyn’s parents were
Cornelius Melyn (1600-1661) born in Antwerp, Belgium and Jannetie Adryiaens (1604-1681)
born in Mydrecht, Netherlands making them Sarah Hatfield’s great-grandparents. The Melyn’s
settled in New Amsterdam in the 1630’s. Cornelius Melyn was a member of the Council of
Eight in the New Amsterdam colony in the 1640s, and hated by Director-General, Peter
Stuyvesant for his insistence that colonists deserved a voice in their governmental affairs. It is
said that “Cornelis Melyn was the first great democrat of this country.”?

The Hatfield’s were a well-to-do and respected family who had lived in Elizabethtown,
New Jersey for decades. Little is known of the siblings of Sarah Hatfield except the mention of
two brothers, Isaac, referred to as an Elder, presumably in the First Presbyterian Church where
the family were members, and Andrew Hatfield.> A first cousin was Mrs. Robert Ogden, who
was the mother of General Mathias Ogden, and Governor of New Jersey, Aaron Ogden. The
Ogden’s were one of the first families to arrive following the Elizabethtown Grant of 1664, and
the family was synonymous with public service.* Another cousin of Hatfield’s was Cornelius
Hatfield, a “Ruling Elder of the Presbyterian Church and a stanch Patriot.” His son, Cornelius
Jr., sided with the British during the Revolution and led them to the family church, which they
burned to the ground on January 25, 1780. Cornelius Hatfield, Jr. reportedly set the church on
fire himself.> Following the catastrophe, the elder Hatfield offered his barn, called the Red Barn,
to the congregation where they met until 1787.% The church was rebuilt and still serves as a
Presbyterian Church located on Broad Street in what is now Roselle, New Jersey.

In 1748 at the age of twenty-one, Sarah Hatfield married Abraham Clark who became
one of the New Jersey signers of the Declaration of Independence. Clark was her second cousin,
once removed. Their shared grandparents (pictured below) were Cornelius Melyn and Jannetje
Adryiaens Melyn: Sarah’s great-grandparents and Abraham’s great-great grandparents. Their
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marriage reignited the intergenerational ideals of representative government, equality, and justice
into eighteenth-century Elizabethtown, New Jersey via their shared Melyn ancestry.

(Cornelius Melyn trading with the Indians. Staten Island Borough Hall Murals)

Upon their marriage, Sarah moved to the Clark family home and farm belonging to
Abraham’s father Thomas Clark. Her husband was an only child and logically would inherit the
property.” The farm was located “about two miles west of Elizabethtown in the county of Essex
and about three or four miles from the channel that divides New Jersey from Staten Island” in
present day Roselle, New Jersey.® The couple raised their children in the Clark house, and
remained in the home throughout their lives.

The Clark’s were members of the aforementioned Presbyterian Church located on Broad
Street, and had a pew close to the front of the sanctuary. It was Sarah’s Great-Grandfather,
Matthias Hatfield, who gifted the land in 1677 to build the Presbyterian Church in
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Elizabethtown. The pastor, James Caldwell, who was called the “Fighting Chaplain” and his
wife, Hannah Ogden Caldwell were close friends of the couple. It is likely Hannah and Sarah
Hatfield were related through the Ogden connection. The congregation was fiercely and vocally
devoted to the Revolution and reportedly provided as many as one-hundred fifty (150)
congregants for the cause, many of whom are buried next to the church. The Caldwell’s were
assassinated during the Revolution in two separate incidents. The congregation was “badly
demoralized and upset by the pastor’s untimely and horrid death by murder. Reverend
Caldwell’s loss was a catastrophe” to the Clarks and the congregation.’

Biographers state Sarah Clark was a “resourceful and intrepid” woman. David Freeman
Hawke wrote of Sarah that [Abraham] “married an intrepid, enterprising girl who ran the family
farm and reared their ten children while he gave all his time to politics.”'? Her industry allowed
her husband’s involvement in four decades of public service, initially for the crown, during the
Revolutionary period in Philadelphia, and Annapolis. All-the-while Sarah ran the family farm
and raised their children who had not yet reached adulthood. Abraham Clark’s biographers have
consistently described him as “frail” and not suited to farm work. Sarah’s strength and
resourcefulness made her an especially valuable wife and mother.

The Clark’s had three African American servants who undoubtedly assisted Sarah in the
household and with the work of the farm. Their names appeared in Abraham’s will along with
directions as to their future; “two negro men named Tobe and Peter, with their mother Rose shall
all three . . . be manumitted and set free at my said wife’s marriage or death which ever first
happens.” A further condition of their freedom was the support their mother “during her life.”
Abraham left “Wife, Sarah, [the] silver teapot; also use of real and personal [property] while
widow. Daughters Hannah Miller, Sarah Edgar and Abigail Clark, homestead plantation
adjoining lands of John Robinson and Robert Clark, to be divided among them after wife’s
marriage or decease.”!! The inventory of the Clark estate was not made (for unknown reasons)
until Sarah’s death in 1804 which listed “a negro girl, a negro man by the name of Peter, and an
old negro woman by the name of Rose.”!?
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Ten children were born to the marriage, and the couple had the misfortune of losing five
of their children before their own deaths. The Revolution was directly responsible for the death
of two of their sons, and the smallpox epidemic during the conflict brought the loss of a beloved
daughter. Their eldest son Aaron (1750-1811) was a Second Lieutenant and Captain during the
Revolution and left service prior to 1781. He married Susanna Winans, and following the
Revolution moved to Washington, Pennsylvania. (Susanna’s father, Benjamin Winans also
served as a Captain during the conflict).!*> Some biographers point to Aaron as one of the sons
who suffered imprisonment in the New York Sugar House or on the Jersey during the war, but
his robust health and longevity suggests otherwise and proof of imprisonment has not been
substantiated. Their second oldest child, Thomas, was a First Lieutenant and Captain and
thought to be one of the sons incarcerated on the prison ship, Jersey. Reportedly, the other
prisoners attempted to keep him alive by pressing some meager resources (moldy bread) through
a keyhole during his confinement. His harsh treatment resulted in an early death in 1789 at the
age of thirty-seven (37) years.'* Both Aaron and Thomas served in the Eastern Company under
Captain Daniel Neil in Colonel Henry Knox’s Regiment Continental Artillery; a company who
fought at the battles of Trenton and Princeton. Sources state that a cannonball from the artillery
regiment is still lodged in the wall of Nassau Hall at Princeton University. The Clark’s fourth
son Andrew (born 1759) died unmarried in his nineteenth year, likely due to his imprisonment by
the British.

The third son, Abraham, born about 1755 died as a youngster on July 26, 1758. Hannah
(born c. 1757), the eldest daughter, married Captain Melyn Miller, while daughter, Sarah, born in
1761 married General Clarkson Edgar as his second wife. Their child, Hanrietta died childless.
Cavalier Clark (born c. 1762-63) died November 4, 1764 in infancy. Elizabeth (born c. 1765)
died from smallpox during the epidemic that spread across the Revolutionary landscape. '°
Abigail, born in 1773 married Thomas Salter. A fifth son named Abraham after his father and
deceased brother born in October, 1767, became a physician and married Lydia Griffith. Many
of the Clark’s children died childless, or their offspring’s children failed to reach adulthood. '

Letters between Abraham Clark and members of Congress reveal to some extent the ill
health and epidemics Sarah, her husband, and the family experienced in a two month time period
in the fall of 1776. In a letter to John Hart in September, Clark writes, "At my return home I
found my family down with the bloody Flux. One I have buried, Another is Dangerously ill, the
others appear upon the recovery. My indisposition remains. [ was by it confined to my house, So
till yesterday I remained a stranger to my disorder which Appears to be the jaundice. My
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exceeding Languid state gives me no hopes of being able to Attend my duty with you soon."!’

On September 28, 1776 Clark again writes to Hart, "I think it my duty to inform you that I yet
remain in a weak, Languid state tho' [ am in hopes my disorder is upon the Remove, but were |
in health the weak and dangerous State two of my Children are in would not suffer me to leave
home."!® The next month Clark refers to the illness of Sarah and other family members writing
to Col. Elias Dayton, “I had then just returned from Phila. much indisposed and was Elected into
the Assembly, which, tho' very infirm I Attended for About ten days & returned home Sick
where I have remained ever since with my self and most of my family much indisposed. (1) We
are all got tolerable Well except my wife who hath the 3d day Ague, and one of my younger
Children I lost.”!® Il health was a constant companion of the Clark family.

Sarah Hatfield Clark’s contribution to the cause of independence was substantial and
long-lasting. She lived her entire life in New Jersey, and her home was located in the colony
some historians call the “Cockpit of the Revolution.”?® The number of significant battles, armed
conflicts, and skirmishes made New Jersey a major battleground. The geographical location of
Elizabethtown was in direct relationship to New York and Staten Island, which was a launching
pad for attacks by the British. Her home and family, friends, church, and town were
continuously at risk for raiding, looting, and burning. Indeed, in the years between “1776 and
1782 the area experienced some seventy-five raids, skirmishes, or battles.”?!

As a woman, Sarah Hatfield Clark was called to endure the ravages of war, fear,
insecurity, shoulder huge amounts of domestic and labor-intensive responsibility, and the death
of children. As a wife, she endured the long absences of her spouse who committed the
treasonous act of declaring independence from the tyranny of the British, an act of which she
obviously supported. As a mother, she bore ten children and suffered the loss of five to death
before her own. The mother lost an infant, toddler, and nursed a daughter who succumbed to
smallpox. She ached for the fate of her three sons who participated in numerous battles during
their Revolutionary War service, and endured the loss of two due to imprisonment at the hands
of the enemy with the full knowledge of their mistreatment by the British during their captivity.

Sarah Hatfield and Abraham Clark were married forty-five years. Clark outlived her
husband nearly ten years from the time he passed away on September 15, 1794. The notice of
Sarah’s death on June 2, 1804, in her 77" year, appeared in the New-Jersey Journal and simply
stated; Elizabeth-Town, June 5 “Died, on Friday last, Mrs. Sarah Clark, [relict] of the late
Abraham Clark, Esqr. Of Rahway.”?? She is buried at the side of her husband, surrounded by the
graves of her father-in-law, Thomas; son’s Aaron, Thomas, Cavalier; and her husband’s uncle,
also by the name of Abraham Clark. The stones marking both Abraham and Sarah’s burial site

17 Abraham Clark to John Hart, September 17, 1776. Letters of Delegates to Congress: Volume 5 August
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in the Rahway Cemetery on St. Georges Avenue were encased in a monument at the site in 1924
by the Rebecca Cornell Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR). The
monument which placed their stones side-by-side attests to the equality of their sacrifice,
devotion, and service. Sarah Hatfield Clark’s fortitude as a woman, wife, and mother during the
dark days of war, pestilence, and loss, signifies the qualities and character of numerous women
in the early days of our country’s history.
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Sarah Hatfield Clark tombstone

Abraham and Sarah Hatfield Clark tombstone

Shirley Hunter Smith, Ph.D.
Descendant — 5 Great-Granddaughter of Sarah Hatfield and Abraham Clark
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