
From Covenant to Coast: 

A Wheelock–Clough Family Story
An AI-Assisted Narrative History 

From Rev. Ralph Wheelock to Alton Howard Clough, Jr.

Researched and Compiled by Edwin K. Wheelock 
Pittsburg, Contra Costa, California December 28, 2025

I. Puritan Foundations (1637–1684)

When Ralph Wheelock crossed the Atlantic in 1637, he entered a world defined as 
much by uncertainty as by hope. England was riven by religious conflict, and 
Wheelock—educated at Cambridge and shaped by the Puritan conviction that faith 
must govern both conscience and community—sought more than refuge. He 
sought a place where belief could be lived.

In Massachusetts Bay, Wheelock became a builder in the deepest sense. In Dedham 
and later Medfield, he helped carve order from wilderness: measuring land, 
organizing worship, and shaping civic life. His twelve-acre grant at what would 
later become the corner of Main and North Streets in Medfield was among the first 
laid out—a physical marker of permanence in a fragile experiment. To Wheelock 
and his peers, land was not merely ownership; it was stewardship under covenant, 
linking family, faith, and future.

His son Gershom Wheelock inherited that vision—but not its comfort. Born in 
England and raised in New England, Gershom belonged to the first generation to 
grow up entirely within the colonial experiment. His adulthood was defined by 
service rather than theology: ringing the meetinghouse bell, maintaining the roof, 
and building a home along the road that led west into forest and uncertainty.



That uncertainty became terror in 1676, when King Philip’s War reached Medfield. 
Gershom’s house—like dozens of others—was burned in the attack that killed and 
wounded many of his neighbors. It was a moment when some families fled east, 
retreating toward safety. Gershom rebuilt on the same ground. The Wheelocks had 
crossed the Atlantic to stay, not to withdraw.

II. Endurance and Continuity 

in Colonial Massachusetts (1664–1720s)

From that rebuilt homestead came Samuel Wheelock, born in 1664. Samuel’s life 
was not marked by catastrophe, but by endurance. He married Lydia Rice and 
raised eleven children across decades that saw Massachusetts stabilize, expand, 
and mature. Samuel lived long enough to remember burned towns and to see 
grandchildren born into relative security. His life marked a generational shift: the 
Wheelocks were no longer pioneers alone; they were custodians of continuity.

III. Settlement and Civic Leadership in Shrewsbury (1690s–1770)

Samuel’s son, Captain Gershom Wheelock of Shrewsbury, once again pushed the 
family west—this time not across oceans, but across interior Massachusetts. 
Tradition remembers him as Shrewsbury’s first settler, spending a winter alone 
building a house near Middle Brook. He slept in its loft, ladder pulled up at night, 
and greeted each dawn with a whistle before beginning his labor. Whether 
embroidered by memory or not, the story captures something essential: settlement 
required solitude before society could follow.



Gershom became a selectman and a militia officer, rising through the ranks to 
captain. His life blended isolation and leadership, showing how private endurance 
became public authority in colonial New England.

IV. Revolution and Vermont Landholding (1730s–1802)

From that household came Jonathan Wheelock, born into a world already straining 
toward revolution. A deacon by faith and a soldier by necessity, Jonathan answered 
the alarm as a minuteman and later served as a cavalryman during the American 
Revolution. He did not fight for glory, but for place—home, church, and 
community.

When the war ended, Jonathan followed a familiar pattern: veterans moved toward 
land. In 1789 he relocated his family to Cavendish, Vermont, acquiring more than a 
thousand acres. But Jonathan’s genius lay not in accumulation, but in division. He 
parceled the land so each child could farm within sight of his own home—
independence without separation, progress without fragmentation.

Jonathan’s son Joseph Drury Wheelock inherited that Vermont stability. Born in 
1770, Joseph lived through the republic’s earliest decades, marrying Abigail 
Barrett and raising twelve children. His life stretched from the Revolution’s 
aftermath into the early industrial age. In his final years, he lived near the iron 
works at Tyson Furnace, witnessing the first stirrings of industrial America before 
being laid to rest in Cavendish soil.



V. Westward Skill and the Gold Rush Generation (1806–1870s)

Yet Joseph’s son Luke Wheelock felt the pull of movement more strongly than 
settlement. Born in 1806, Luke learned the trade of wagonmaking—an occupation 
perfectly suited to a nation in motion. Wagons carried families, goods, and futures 
westward, and Luke followed his craft. By the early 1850s, he was in California, 
among the earliest Americans to settle a state still defining itself.

Luke’s daughter Mary Jane Wheelock embodied the lived experience of 
nineteenth-century women on the frontier. Born in Vermont in 1833, she matured 
amid migration, raised children in the aftermath of the Gold Rush in Tuolumne 
County, and later settled in Alameda County. Her life included blended families, 
long journeys, and remarkable survival. Census records confirm what memory 
alone might forget: she bore seven children—and all seven lived.

One of those children was Alton Henry Clough, born in 1859—one of twins and 
among the first California-born descendants of a Puritan minister who once 
preached in England. Alton’s life unfolded not through dramatic migration, but 
through steady presence. Census by census, he appears as a workingman, husband, 
and father, marrying Mary Ellen Hitchcock in 1878 and raising a family in 
Alameda County as California itself matured.



VI. Industrial California and Urban Continuity (1882–1940s)

That steadiness deepened in the next generation. Edwin Howard Clough, born in 
Oakland in 1882, learned a mechanical trade and worked through two world wars. 
He registered for both drafts, maintained employment through depression and 
conflict, and raised children in the same East Bay communities decade after 
decade. His life illustrates the quiet heroism of labor—the kind that builds cities 
without ever making headlines.

From that world of steady labor and wartime endurance emerged Alton Howard 
Clough, born in 1907 in Oakland, California. He was a child of continuity rather 
than migration—raised in the same East Bay neighborhoods where his father 
worked as a mechanic and supported his family through the upheavals of the early 
twentieth century. Alton grew up as Oakland transformed from an industrial city of 
streetcars and workshops into a modern urban center shaped by automobiles, 
shipyards, and expanding suburbs.

Census records from 1910 and 1920 place Alton squarely within his parents’ 
household, reflecting a stable upbringing rooted in place rather than movement. By 
adulthood, he carried forward the family pattern of independence and reliability, 
establishing himself while remaining closely connected to his parents. During the 
early 1940s, father and son shared the same Oakland address—1517 23rd Avenue
—a quiet but telling detail that speaks to intergenerational support during the 
uncertainty of the World War II years.

Alton’s World War II draft registration offers a precise snapshot of his life: his full 
name, exact birth date, Oakland birthplace, and his designation as self-employed, 
suggesting a degree of autonomy and adaptability in wartime California. In 1941, 
he married Doris Estelle Strasburg, and together they raised two children, building 



their family life in the East Bay during a period of post-Depression recovery and 
wartime mobilization.

Unlike earlier generations who crossed frontiers or followed gold, Alton Howard 
Clough’s life was defined by staying. He lived and worked in the Oakland area 
across decades that saw immense change—economic expansion, global war, and 
the rise of suburban California. In death, as in life, he remained bound to place: 
when he died in 1995, he was buried at Mountain View Cemetery in Oakland, 
alongside his father, linking three generations to the same city across nearly a 
century.

VII. Postwar California and Modern Mobility (1942–present)

And then came Alton Howard Clough, Jr., born in Alameda in 1942 during the 
height of World War II. By the time he appeared in the 1950 census, the frontier 
had vanished, replaced by suburbs, highways, and modern rhythms. His life 
unfolded through movement within California—Oakland to Walnut Creek, city to 
suburb, stability through adaptation. He moved six times, responding to 
opportunity rather than necessity, yet always carrying a family name that had 
crossed an ocean three centuries earlier.

From Cambridge theology to California suburbia, from burned homes to rebuilt 
towns, from militia musters to machine shops, this branch of the Wheelock–
Clough family tells a single, continuous story—not of conquest or prominence, but 
of continuity. Each generation met its own moment and moved forward without 
severing the line behind it.

By the time Alton Howard Clough, Jr. settled in the East Bay at the 
dawn of the twenty-first century, the family journey spanned nearly three 



and a half centuries. What began as a Puritan covenant had become an 
American inheritance—rooted, resilient, and still unfolding.

---
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