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William Stark— 
Another Kind of Courage 

 
by Gloria Okes Perkins 

 
An earlier article featured Aaron Stark, the young soldier/adventurer who was our first 

ancestor to come to the American continent, arriving in 1629 and carving out a home in 

the Connecticut wilderness.   This is the story of his third son, William (our ancestor), 

born in 1664, who left his descendants an example of personal integrity, courage, and 

faith that would influence his family for generations to come.      

 

Even the name Stark carries with it connotations of strength and bravery.   Our earliest 

known ancestor, however distant, was a German prince named Muirhead who was sent 

from Germany to help conquer Britain in the Middle Ages.  Instead, he made his home 

in Scotland, where his descendant fought for King Robert Bruce against the English and 

was named the Laird of Lachop in 1347.     (This was Sadie Kimberlin’s ancestor, but we 

should note that an Irvine ancestor of her husband, Frank Hanson, was also closely 

connected to the cause of King Robert Bruce through marriage to the Bruce’s daughter.)   

 

In 1480, John Muirhead, the second son of the Laird of Lachop was serving as 

bodyguard to King James III of Scotland when a dramatic event occurred.  Seeing his 

king endangered by the attack of an angry bull who had been pursued by the king’s 

hounds to a spot under three great oak trees, John Muirhead stepped between the king 

and the bull, catching the bull by the horns, and all but breaking the bull’s neck.    

 

For his bravery in saving his king’s life, Muirhead’s name was changed to John Stark 

with these words from the King:  “When your ancestors first set foot on this isle 600 

years ago, Stark meant strength in the German Gaul.  Your name shall be called Stark 

and all your posterity, and your arms shall be a rugged bull-head with a hand holding 

it by the horns and blood dripping from the hand.  Your estate shall be Killermont on 

Clyde by Glasgow, Scotland.  Your motto shall be Fortorium fortia facta.”  This motto 

liberally translated means “Strong deeds of strong men” or “Brave deeds of brave men.”    
 

Brave Deeds in Connecticut 
 

Aaron Stark and his three sons, Aaron, Jr., John, and William, all were soldiers in the 

dangerous New World.  William was too young to fight in the bloody King Philip’s War, 

but he would earn his community’s respect and affection as Sergeant of the Militia.  

More important, he would become engaged in a conflict that would demand a different 

kind of courage—the struggle to gain religious freedom in the Colony of Connecticut.    
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Before we tell his story, we need to understand the world he was born into.  At the time 

of the Mayflower crossing, England was divided into three religious classes represented 

by the Established Church of England (High Church), the Puritans (Low Church), and 

the Pilgrims who had separated completely.   The Pilgrims were viewed as a radical 

people outside the boundaries of acceptable behavior, but the New England Puritans 

were highly regarded members of English society before their migration.  They 

remained close to the Church of England and the Monarchy, though they sought to 

purify the church from abuses of form and ceremony.   For many of the Puritans, the 

migration to New England was a business venture, and they simply brought their 

religion with them.   Other men came for adventure and had little interest in religious 

matters.  As the communities organized in the wilderness, they turned to the educated 

for leadership, and those best educated were religious leaders who recognized the 

Puritan-designed Congregational Church as the only approved Church in Massachusetts 

and Connecticut.  And, so, a society intolerant of individual conscience and differing 

religious practices was established there.   
 

Hardships for the Baptists 
 

This made it hard for the fourth religious group, historically termed “the Anabaptist” 

because they did not believe in infant baptism, but baptized adults as testimony of their 

salvation.  The last person in England to be martyred by burning at the stake was an 

Anabaptist named Edward Wightman.  When the Baptists arrived in the New World, 

they were promptly expelled from the Puritan communities and suffered severe 

persecution.  A small group of Baptist believers fled to Rhode Island on the Island of 

Aquidneck which they purchased from the local Indians and renamed Newport.  Here, 

the first fully organized Baptist Church in America was established. 

 

In Stonington, Connecticut, where William was born, and Groton Township where he 

lived out his life, the people labored under strict laws established by the Puritan ruling 

class.  The Congregational Church was the only church in Connecticut.   Church 

attendance was mandatory (whether one believed anything), though Communion was 

only for “the Elect.”  Even missing a church service could send one to prison.  Every 

adult was required to support the Congregational Church financially, and if one did not 

voluntarily pay toward the minister’s salary, he was told how much he had to pay, and 

then if he failed to comply, it was treated like an unpaid debt with severe consequences.    

No one was allowed to meet for any religious reason without the approval and sanction 

of the local minister; disobedience could lead to heavy fines and imprisonment.   The 

local Selectmen, under the direction of the Church, ruled the community, even deciding 

whether a person could live there or would be banished to the wilderness—a life-

threatening penalty in early New England history.   Punishments for breaking the moral 

laws of the Puritans were grotesque and unbelievably cruel.     
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The Goal of Every New England Family 

Two other things mattered in that day—owning land was everything, and a family 

survived by producing sons and working together diligently as one closely-knit unit, 

functioning under patriarchal authority.   Every New England family had as its goal an 

“independent competency.” “Independence” meant owning enough property, farm or 

shop, to employ an entire family without having to work for someone else as a hired 

hand or a servant.  “Competency” meant sufficiency, not necessarily wealth, but enough 

to eat, adequate clothing, a house, consumer goods, and an ability to transmit this 

standard of living to many children. 

With land ownership in New England as the badge of good citizenship and the sign of 

God’s blessing, it was fortunate that Aaron Stark, at his death, could bequeath at least 

500 acres in Groton, New London County, to his three sons.  Lieutenant John Stark had 

married Elizabeth Packer, and Aaron, Jr., had wed Mehitabel Shaw.  William was only 

21 at his father’s death, but he married in the next several years, because his son, 

William, Jr., was born four years later.  William, Sr., became a successful farmer who 

added a large adjoining tract to his inheritance, and he continued to make land 

transactions throughout his lifetime.  He was the only son to preserve Aaron’s land 

holdings including the original homestead and to enlarge them for his children.     

William Stark—a Good Father 

Generously, William saw to it that each of his children received sizable portions of land 

in adulthood.  His firstborn, William, Jr., (our ancestor) married Experience Lamb 

(daughter of Isaac Lamb) on 10 April 1710, and at Christmas in 1713, William, Sr., 

deeded him 500 acres next to his own property.   Within a year’s time, his son had 

exchanged that land for property from his father-in-law in a commercially attractive 

location near the Mystic River, a transaction that must have grieved his father.   

Although disappointed, William, Sr., demonstrated that he was a kindly and forgiving 

father.  In 1715, he re-bought 40 acres of that land William, Jr., had obtained from his 

father-in-law, paying him well for it, (in essence, giving him the gift twice), and then he 

deeded still more land to his son, but this time he included a restriction that would not 

allow William, Jr., to sell the property, for it was intended to be passed on to his 

grandson, Jonathan. 

Gifts of land went to his other children, Christopher, Daniel, and Phebe with her 

husband, each in turn.  The deeds always specified that the gift was given because of 

William’s love, good will, and affection for the recipient.   In later years, the homestead 

was deeded to the second son, Christopher, with the understanding that William and his 

wife, Elizabeth, would be able to live there during their lifetime.    This is one reason 

why genealogists suspect that William’s first wife who was the mother of William, Jr., 

died early on.  Also, there is a six year gap between the birth of William, Jr., and 
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Christopher.  We will never know who our first “grandmothers” were—Aaron’s wife 

and William, Sr.’s wife.   In William’s will, he referred to Elizabeth as his “now” wife 

and spoke of her as “dearly beloved.”   

Reading property descriptions in these ancient deeds is fascinating.  Trees, rocks, 

brooks, “darke swamps,”and other natural objects designated the property lines.  In 

time, these boundary markers were moved, destroyed, or changed.  As might be 

expected, various boundaries were disputed among Aaron’s many descendants, but, in 

William’s case, disputes were settled graciously with fresh surveys, negotiations, and 

written agreements.  

William Stark, the Entrepreneur  

William also had the vision, and entrepreneurial skills to provide year-round work for 

his family, neighbors, and friends.  By the end of the 17th century, New England’s 

prosperity depended on a trading system that serviced the economy of the West Indies.  

The rulers of England made it their business to rake in money for the homeland, and the 

West Indies plantations paid off.   Faced with this, New England turned to shipbuilding 

as a local industry.  In New London County, several shipbuilders were already at work.  

William saw that while Groton had an abundance of high quality timber in dense 

forests, the area lacked a saw mill and transportation network to process and move the 

harvested trees to the shipbuilding facilities. 

In 1709, a country road from the Groton ferry to the Mystic ferry, running right through 

William’s property, was laid out.  William decided to invest in the construction of a saw 

mill that would cut the harvested timber into planks.  The country road would provide 

the means for neighbors to bring their trees to his sawmill and to transport the planks to 

market.  Near the country road was a brook (known today as Haley’s Brook) running 

through William’s property as well as through land he had given away to his minister, 

Valentine Wightman.  This was the ideal place for the erection of the saw mill.  With a 

series of land transactions, both buying and selling, William gained the access he needed 

and the capital to build the mill.   He prepared Articles of Agreement that would allow 

William to dam the brook during sawmill operations, flooding Wightman’s meadow, 

and directing the full flow of the brook through a water shoot to drive the mill wheel.  

Neighbors and friends entered into the project.  Even hundreds of years later, we know 

the names of the men who worked on it, and the pay they received.   George Wheeler 

framed the mill.   Samuel Adams was the millwright.  Samuel Fish provided oxen for the 

carting of timber.  Fergus MacDowell furnished the nails.  James Dean did the rest of the 

iron work.  Peter Cary, Samuel and William Williams, Samuel Coy, Ephraim Culver, 

James Springer, James Fanning, and Benjamin Burrows, along with William Stark 

labored to construct the mill. 
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From the phrasing of the Articles of Agreement, it seems that the saw mill was 

operational from November to May, while, from May to October, William and his family 

planted, cultivated, and harvested their fields.  Thus, with the saw mill, William could 

provide work for his family and neighbors the year around.  Also, he held a license to 

operate a public house of entertainment.  Clearly, William, as patriarch, provided the 

foresight, driving force, and job opportunities for the entire Stark family, including 

children and grandchildren of his deceased brothers.   

William Stark’s Spiritual Journey 

Remember that Aaron Stark only reluctantly joined the Congregational Church and took 

the Freeman’s Oath in 1666 when William was a toddler of two.  William was not 

baptized until 1698 at age 34 when he, wife Elizabeth, and his two sons were baptized in 

the First Congregational Church of Stonington.   Three years later, his little girl Phebe 

was baptized, but by the time Daniel was born in 1704, something had happened to 

William, and he had embarked on a spiritual journey that would be marked with 

difficulty and danger.   Somehow he came into contact with Bible-teaching believers 

who called themselves Baptists.   Most likely, he traveled to nearby Rhode Island to 

attend a Bible study or a church service, and there his faith took root and began to 

flourish.  He was a man of generous spirit who loved to share his blessings, and soon his 

friends and neighbors, including William, Junior’s in-laws, the Lambs, had also 

embraced the Scriptural teaching of the Baptists. 

This brought swift retribution in September of that year when William Stark, the Lambs, 

and other families were arrested in Groton for failing to attend Congregational worship 

services.  They replied by asking the court to license their worship meetings.  Historians 

agree that because of William Stark’s reputation as an honest, godly man and 

community leader, they were not punished at this time, though fines were levied. 

Wisdom and “Holy Fearlessness” 

As usual, William met the challenge with a mixture of wisdom, grace, and what we 

might call holy fearlessness.  He, no doubt, knew the Bible verse, “The righteous are 

bold as a lion,” and also remembered Jesus’ admonition to be harmless as doves.   His 

wisdom told him to use the British “Act of Toleration” passed by Parliament under 

William and Mary, and continued under Queen Anne.  This only referred to tolerance in 

England toward Puritans, Baptists, and Quakers who differed from the Church of 

England.  (Catholics were not covered.)  It had no direct application to New England 

colonists who dissented from the Puritan Church, but William referred to it as a model 

for the Connecticut Court to follow.   

On 5 October 1704, William and several others presented a petition to the General Court 

of Connecticut.  They politely identified themselves as dissenters, named their ordained 
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minister, included their articles of faith, emphasized their need of liberty of conscience, 

and humbly requested permission to hold their own religious meetings in William 

Stark’s home.   William Stark was the first to sign this petition along with the minister, 

Daniel Pierce.   

Here is the historic petition, with the spelling modernized. 

To the Honorable Court Sitting at New Haven 

These are to signify that we differ from you in some points of religion, but yet we desire 

to live peaceably and quietly with our neighbors.  Hereunto we send these to signify 

that since it has pleased the Almighty God to put it into the heart of our gracious Queen 

to grant us dissenters proclaimed liberty of conscience, which both you and we are 

greatly favored with, and whereas she hath given you power to suppress immorality 

and vice, we humbly submit ourselves to it and to all others that do not prohibit the 

liberty of our consciences.  We, understanding that your laws require us to petition to 

you for the settling of our meeting, we humbly submit thereto and do beseech of you 

that you would not deny us hearing.  We do desire that our meeting might be stated and 

held at Will Stark’s in New London.  Our Society are chiefly these underwritten.  We 

have sent the Articles of our faith with this our petition that thereby you may 

understand our principles.   

A total of thirteen signed this document.  Most of these were connected to the Stark 

family by birth or marriage, including our Lamb ancestors, Isaac and Elizabeth.  The 

Court denied them hearing, rejecting their request without discussion in open court.  

Yet, amazingly, and for the first time the court took no action against the dissenters.  

Though knowing they were still in danger, the small group forged ahead with the 

church.   The next year when the township of Groton was incorporated, the Baptists 

called a young man from Rhode Island to become their pastor, and the second Baptist 

Church in North America was formally organized.  This pastor was Valentine 

Wightman, a descendant of that last Baptist martyr burned in England in 1612.  William 

Stark provided house and land for his pastor, and William became the church’s first 

Deacon.  

Wightman did not escape persecution at the hands of the congregational leadership in 

Groton.  He and his wife were threatened and warned to depart.  A month later he was 

fined for not complying.  This kind of persecution continued with William Stark posting 

bond for him.  On 17 Oct 1707 Wightman was visited at William’s home and ordered to 

get out because he had no visible means of financial support.  The subsequent legal 

proceedings revealed that Wightman owned 20 acres and the house presented to him by 

William Stark.   Furthermore, it was officially noted that the Baptists of Groton were 

respected, substantial citizens.  It seems that William Stark’s reputation in the 

community enabled the Baptists to survive in Groton. 
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On 20 Apr 1709, William Stark, the Culver brothers, Isaac Lamb, Aaron Stark III and 

Stephen Stark, along with all their spouses were accused by the Grand Jury of holding 

unlawful meetings and of assisting Wightman in settling in the community without the 

approval of the New London Selectmen.  No surviving record explains what happened 

afterward which suggests that somehow the issues were resolved quietly.  We can 

interpret the silence as evidence that the Baptists were then allowed to worship in peace. 

William Stark:  “A Godly Man and One Who Hated Persecution.” 

Historians credit William Stark with the pivotal role in the establishment of the Baptist 

Church in Connecticut, forcing that colony to accept the principles of religious toleration 

for all worshipers outside the Puritan faith.  They agree that it was only Stark’s standing 

that protected the Baptists from prison and serious persecution.  William was frequently 

called “Sergeant” or “Mr.” in written records, showing that he was an honored citizen, 

in spite of his break with the establishment church.  Of William Stark, Sr., it was written, 

“He was a man of good estate, a godly man, and one who hated persecution.”   

In 1717, William Stark deeded one and one-half acres of his land to the Baptist church 

membership for a cemetery that is now called the Wightman Burying Ground.  William 

wrote his will in 1726 when his health was failing, and he died in Groton 8 Sept 1730 in 

his 66th year.  His distinctive green-gray tombstone still stands in the old section, and the 

cursive writing on it may still be traced.       

William Stark’s fearless stand for liberty of conscience at the beginning of the 18th 

century had lasting effects.   The power of the ruling Puritan class to control religious 

life was weakened, and liberty began to prevail in New England.  The Wightman house, 

donated by William Stark, was still standing 220 years later.  The First Baptist Church of 

Connecticut that William Stark and a few friends had founded celebrated its 300th year of 

existence in November 2004.    William’s descendants did not forget their spiritual roots.  

For generations, they were strong Baptists, some of them leading ministers, whose 

historic moves into New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Kentucky, and Indiana were dictated by 

their faith and love of religious freedom. 

 


