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  We meant well to the Americans – just to punish them with a few bloody noses, and then to make laws for the happiness of both countries. But lack

  of discipline got into the army, lack of skill and energy in the navy, and lack of unity at home. We lost America.




  George III




  We have an old mother that peevish is grown,




  She snubs us like children that scarce walk alone;




  She forgets we’re grown up and have sense of our own,




  Which nobody can deny, deny, which nobody can deny.




  Benjamin Franklin




  The America that emerged from the War of Independence was a nation without prehistory in the traditional sense. Having won their independence, the rather loosely knit United States had to find

  myths and symbols to reinforce and give substance to that national unity which for the first eighty years was so precariously maintained. Myths had, perforce, to be created around the moment of

  birth. What Homer and the siege of Troy had been to the Greek states of the Periclean Age, George Washington and the campaigns of the Revolution were to nineteenth-century Americans. What Romulus

  and Remus and the Twelve Tables of the Law had been for Imperial Rome, the Founding Fathers and the Federal Constitution were for a United States searching in the midst of extraordinary social and

  economic transformations for unifying symbols.




  The American Revolution has, thus, been encrusted with mythic elements and residues which have vastly complicated the task of the historian who wishes to state the truth of the events that took

  place in that era. The historian, being human and ineluctably partaking of the ideals and values of his own day, has been under the strongest pressure to make the events of

  the Revolution conform to the particular time and spirit of which he himself has been a self-conscious and articulate representative. He has been, therefore, not simply the enemy of the myths, as

  he would like to see himself, but quite as often the victim, in the sense that he has seldom escaped the temptation to make the Revolution prove something about his own society or about the society

  which he wishes to see evolve in the future …




  Page Smith, David Ramsay and the Causes of the American Revolution, quoted in John Wahlke, ed., The Causes of the American Revolution, 1973




  







  
Introduction





  Creation myths are the most enduring myths of all. The younger the country, the more potent and necessary the myth. The American Revolution and War of Independence arguably

  constituted the defining event in shaping the world as we know it. That Revolution, two and a quarter centuries ago, resulted in the birth of a nation which has had more impact upon the events of

  the last century than any other, and which has entered the new millennium in the unchallenged position of the sole global superpower, its armies and fleets bestriding the world, its businesses

  dominant wherever they impact, its culture popular and pervasive.




  The Revolution not only created the mightiest nation in human experience: it set down, in a style virtually without parallel, the form and ethos of a government through a constitution which

  remains largely unaltered and reverentially respected to this day. The French revolutionary constitution has long since been discarded; the Russian formula lasted little more than seventy years;

  even the British constitution has steadily evolved. America’s remains holy writ, and is still fully functional.




  Most Americans grow up with a heroic view of the Revolution and the War of Independence that is starkly at odds with the reality exposed by more detailed study (much of it American). The

  relative dearth of British books on the subject is also surprising. It is as though both countries still feel the wounds after all these years: the Americans needing constantly

  to assert the rightness of the struggle and the courage with which they fought it, so that their nation can be said to have been forged in the fires of righteousness and valour, the British still

  too hurt and humiliated by their loss.




  This book is an attempt to right the balance. Obviously it is liable to be criticized for its British perspective, and indeed I have consciously devoted more analysis to the motives and politics

  of the war on this side of the Atlantic than is usual in American studies. But, in developing my argument that the creation of the United States and its constitution was the defining act in modern

  world history, I have also tried to be as fair as possible to the remarkable determination and achievements of the rebellious colonists.




  It does not, I believe, detract from greatness to show America’s war for independence in its true light, ‘warts and all’. Rather, that greatness is enhanced. Pace

  Tolstoy, exceptional human endeavour is the more remarkable in having been achieved by mortal men with all their weaknesses, suspicions, treacheries and greed. Few figures in modern history remain

  more godlike – and therefore unreal and unsympathetic – than those towering, all-knowing founding fathers of the United States: Washington, Samuel Adams, Franklin, Jefferson, Madison,

  Hamilton. Two and a quarter centuries is time enough for more shades of grey to be introduced into a picture that remains largely black and white to this day.




  On the British side it is time to dispel the embarrassment of defeat and the caricature of incompetence that cloud the bitterly fought war in America. Stupidity there was – perhaps more so

  than on the American side – but there was also a string of victories, and acts of restraint, skill and intelligence. The causes of American victory and British defeat are a good deal more

  complex than the picture provided by received wisdom of determined, valiant Americans and bungling British oppressors.




  Two factors, I believe, account for the remarkably enduring nature of the myths surrounding the Revolution. First, America remains a comparatively young country with a

  formidable patriotic sense that underlies much of its world success today: it is therefore vital to uphold the idealism and good intentions behind the country’s creation. As one prominent

  American told me, ‘America is a profoundly ideological country.’ This may sound odd to those who consider it primarily a pragmatic and materialistic nation, but is nevertheless

  absolutely true, in that most of its people still believe in its founding ideals (in contrast to the widely discredited ideology of, for example, its old Communist opponent).




  The second factor is that, as far back as the late eighteenth century, the Americans were strikingly adept at, in the modern phrase, ‘spinning’ their own version of events. Americans

  mastered the use of propaganda from the beginning: their ability to present their case in terms of impeccable righteousness, and to extract victories out of military defeat and exaggerate

  infrequent victories into Alexandrian triumphs, was second to none. This is not surprising given that, as the underdogs and rebels in one of the most fiercely fought and devastating wars of the

  eighteenth century (although rarely recognized as such), the colonists sometimes had only propaganda to fight with, and it was always an invaluable adjunct to the military effort. Exaggeration and

  misinformation were vital in order to boost support among the American people, frighten domestic enemies, and demoralize a British war effort that had only the half-hearted approval of public

  opinion at home.




  In this, as in so many other respects, the ironic similarities between the American War of Independence and America’s own experience two centuries later in Vietnam are striking. Britain in

  the eighteenth century was an over-extended, over-eager power with a young empire, imbued with deep conviction of its own rightness and the belief that it should extend its protection to the majority of Americans who were believed to embrace its values – a belief that also coincided with self-interest. Contrary to the widely held American view, but as with the

  Americans in Vietnam, its motives for resisting independence for the inhabitants of its colonies were idealistic as well as self-interested.




  British public opinion – in a country where the small middle class had the vote and Parliament was now the ultimate arbiter of power, not the King, his servants or the nobility – was

  always divided or indifferent about the war. Many viewed the North American colonies as of little importance and certainly not worth the waste of young men’s lives or large amounts of money.

  British armies could win most of the set-piece battles, but they faced an enemy that, like the Vietcong in Vietnam, could retreat at will into a vast hinterland, regroup and fight again, while

  waging a continual guerrilla war of attrition. While the British could not protect any but the key coastal enclaves they controlled, American guerrillas could roam, attack and intimidate almost at

  will throughout the countryside. They were also generally more single-minded in their methods, disregarding traditional rules of conduct – and sometimes their own word.




  As in Vietnam, Great Power interests were sucked in on the side of the colonial power’s enemies, rendering victory impossible. As in Vietnam, it was sheer exhaustion, the realization that

  decisive victory was impossible, and the growing hostility of public opinion to the continuing war, rather than military defeat, that caused the colonial power to withdraw. George III might have

  died with America written on his heart; very few other Britons thought the place was worth so much. (They were wrong, of course, as it turned out.)




  What emerges from the fog of myth on the one side, and collective national amnesia towards a disagreeable topic on the other, is a fascinating epic bearing little relation to the popular version

  of events in either nation. Virtually every common assumption has to be substantially modified, if not rejected. It is generally believed that the Americans were being

  oppressed by a centuries-old British colonial yoke: on the contrary they were self-governing in all but name throughout most of the colonial period. British taxation, customs duties and regulations

  were said to be crushingly oppressive: in fact they were far lighter than in the mother country itself, and almost entirely unenforced, the great bulk of America’s trade being contraband.




  It is asserted that the fundamental motive for the war was an ideological love of liberty reacting against British military oppression. The motives were in fact much more complex – ranging

  from a love of liberty, certainly, to economic self-interest, and above all to the extraordinarily rapid transformation undergone by American society, both in numbers and in material wealth, over

  the preceding half-century. This resulted in a genuinely revolutionary society, in which the thrusting newcomers challenged the staid gentry of the old social order. It was in fact an internal

  American confrontation, to which the struggle with Britain was largely peripheral. The old order’s most intelligent members sought to divert this irresistible pressure against themselves into

  a crusade against the British.




  It is claimed that America was in deep economic trouble under British exactions before 1775; in fact the economy was booming. Much more significant than the issue of taxation (and more

  discreditable to the rebels) was the colonies’ bitter resistance to the British ‘Proclamation Line’, which sought to prevent the seizure of Indian territory west of the

  Appalachians by land-hungry settlers. Meanwhile the rebels’ pragmatic refusal to oppose slavery in their own country (to avoid losing the support of the south) made a mockery of high-flown

  expressions of freedom and the rights of man. As for British military oppression, the British army had intervened in strength only to defend the Americans against their French and Indian enemies

  during the Seven Years War, and thereafter it was barely visible until the rebellion gathered strength.




  It is widely believed that Americans overwhelmingly rallied to the patriotic cause of resistance to the British. There is no evidence to support this. By the rebels’

  own admission, as many Americans may have been opposed to independence as in favour, and the vast majority were probably indifferent. The exodus after the end of the war of those opposed to

  independence numbered at least 8 per cent of the population – a staggeringly high proportion. Independence was a minority cause, support for which was whipped up by a group of committed

  political ideologues supported by sympathetic commercial interests.




  It is widely believed that the Continental Congress summoned to consider action against the British in 1776 represented the American people. On the contrary, it was largely chosen by

  unrepresentative cliques (except in Massachusetts, where there was overwhelming popular support for independence – although not in Boston). The war was alleged to have started as a result of

  unprovoked British military aggression at Lexington and Concord; the evidence of close study is that the British blundered into a carefully organized, efficiently executed ambush. The Battle of

  Bunker Hill is usually considered an American triumph. In fact it was a British victory – although a costly one – and was fought on Breed’s Hill.




  British commanders in the war are generally portrayed as incompetent buffoons. This description applies with accuracy to only two admirals, Graves and Arbuthnot – not to the highly

  competent Richard, Lord Howe, or to the exceptional Rodney and Hood – and only one general, Burgoyne, the victim of his vanity and over-ambition. Admiral Howe’s brother, General William

  Howe, was effective and audacious, if lazy and unconvinced by the rightness of Britain’s cause; Clinton was competent, but overdefensive and introverted; while Cornwallis was a fearless

  tactician and leader in battle, but an appalling overall strategist.




  Conversely, in the American pantheon, Washington ultimately displayed exactly that combination of qualities that establishes true greatness: patience and restraint, with

  lightning audacity when the moment is right. But his botched defence of New York and, thereafter, his headlong flight across New Jersey and – except for the brilliant guerrilla strikes at

  Trenton and Princeton – his crablike caution placed him under increasing pressure and criticism from Congress and his own generals, rendering him an always bitterly disputed

  commander-in-chief. (Indeed his chief quality at one stage seemed to be his ability to dispose of his rivals with consummate ruthlessness.)




  As for the rest of the American high command, Generals Lee, Conway, Gates, Lincoln and Arnold all fell from the stars to ignominious discredit with dizzying velocity. Only the spectacularly

  able, larger than life Henry Knox and Daniel Morgan emerged with their reputations intact, alongside such foreign supporters of America as Baron Johann de Kalb (killed at Camden), the Marquis de

  Lafayette and Baron Friedrich von Steuben. At the end of the war, Nathanael Greene, the brilliant commander in the south, emerged as a star that burned as brightly as Washington’s, but he

  died tragically young immediately afterwards.




  So the myths go on. Washington’s crossing of the Delaware, immortalized in American iconography, was a brilliant and daring guerrilla raid, but had no real military impact (although a

  great effect on public opinion). His failure to defend Philadelphia was potentially disastrous for the American cause, but was redeemed by Gates’s victory at Saratoga – which was almost

  a textbook example of how a single overambitious and overconfident British commander could sacrifice an entire British army.




  Contrary to the received wisdom, Saratoga was not militarily fatal to Britain, nor even the turning point except that it averted American defeat and provided a pretext for the French to

  declare war on Britain. In fact Saratoga was not technically a British defeat at all, in that the British army was promised safe passage home. The cynical and unexpected

  American betrayal of this promise was what turned a setback into a disaster for the British. Even French entry into the war was not decisive: it merely ensured that the force of British power would

  be concentrated more on their Continental enemy than on the colonies: from that moment on, intervention by Britain in the numbers required to crush the American rebels was out of the question.

  However, to begin with, the French proved no more able to defeat the British in the colonies than the Americans alone.




  British defeat after Saratoga was very far from inevitable. Indeed, with the launching of Britain’s campaign in the south and the successful capture of Savannah and Charleston, the

  initiative seemed to have returned to the mother country. The Indians and the blacks, whom the British sought to protect against their American overlords, were overwhelmingly on the British side.

  The darkest chapter in the war was the American massacre of the Indians and the seizure of their lands. Only as Cornwallis’s small army tried to penetrate deep into guerrilla-held territory

  did the British effort in the south falter, although Britain won most of the battles. Cornwallis then made the epic strategic blunder of penetrating into Virginia and allowing his troops to be

  trapped on the Yorktown peninsula. Up to that point the Americans’ own view was that they had probably lost the war.




  But it was the French navy, momentarily in control of the sea, and French besiegers, supported by the Americans, that did the trapping. In most respects Yorktown was a classic French defeat of

  the British, with the Americans in a supporting role. It could not possibly have happened without the French. And even this defeat was not militarily disastrous – Britain still held New York

  and other enclaves, which could be reinforced. It was, however, decisive in its effect on British public opinion, which concluded that it had had enough. Britain decided to

  settle with the rebels, who then agreed to squeeze their French allies out of America – a settlement which pleased both English-speaking parties. The Americans also reneged on their treaty

  promise to compensate the tens of thousands of dispossessed and fleeing loyalists, many of them from the old gentry class. America was born of American valour, determination and ruthlessness, and

  British exhaustion.




  The old order in America had been overthrown, and with the war’s end the revolutionary forces that had surged forward to break the umbilical link with Britain were now in control. It took

  nearly four years, when the country came under threat of economic collapse, anarchy and disintegration, for the conservative forces in America to unite around Washington and impose order upon the

  American people, under threat of force, through an unelected assembly which imposed the (in some respects undemocratic) constitution that has endured until this day. There was nothing

  representative about that greatest of all assemblies. The 1787 constitutional convention represented not the apogee of the American Revolution, but its defeat – the crushing of the men who

  had overthrown the old gentry order, as well as the British. It imposed a measure of central control, taxation and military enforcement greater than any previously attempted by the British –

  while respecting British-style constitutional liberties.




  That counter-revolutionary settlement has endured to this day, making America, despite its revolutionary credentials, one of the most conservative societies on earth, yet one wedded to the

  virtue of individual freedom. This formidable reconciliation of those old antagonists, freedom and order – a reconciliation that emerged during the twelve tumultuous years from 1775 to 1787

  – lies at the heart of American success. It deserves far greater attention than it has received in Europe, and far more detached general analysis than it has received in

  the United States.




  This book inadequately attempts to provide both. Along the way, the story of the War of Independence is an enthralling one of outstanding personalities, suffering soldiery and civilians, vivid

  battles, military verve and incompetence, clashing ideals, betrayal and villainy – and the indomitable tenacity with which a handful of brave and determined men took on a superpower. They did

  not win their independence alone – Britain gave up, and it was largely the French who inflicted the decisive defeat – but the outcome was the same, and the battle could not have been

  continued without their determination.




  







  
PART 1




  A Fire in America
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  The Cauldron




  On the night of 19 April 1775, as the sun set beneath a horizon darkened with thunderclouds, hundreds of soberly attired men, and women in bustles and petticoats, were crowded

  along the wooden waterfront of Boston harbour, facing away from the open sea, gazing across the calm waters of the Charles estuary. Crimson flashes illuminated the dusk and the underbellies of the

  approaching storm clouds, but they were not lightning, nor were the detonations thunder. Then the flashes stopped and the rain came, followed by nature’s own display of violence.




  For three hours, until ten o’clock at night, the staid townspeople waited curiously and gravely for their first glimpse of men battered by their own kind. Altogether, around 2,000 were

  ferried over from the teardrop peninsula of Charlestown, just north of Boston itself. Many were horribly wounded, all were soaked to the skin, and most were suffering from the traumatized

  exhaustion of soldiers who had been fighting for their lives for eight long hours.




  As the men were brought ashore to the inadequate attentions of eighteenth-century army doctors, and as the townspeople slowly dispersed to the warmth of their lodgings that crisp April night,

  few can have realized that they were witnessing the birth pains of the most powerful nation the globe has ever known, the beginning of the most enduring revolution in history – indeed

  the defining event in the shaping of the world as we now know it. Some may, however, have foreseen that they were witnessing the start of a vicious, long war, which was to

  exact a terrible death toll.




  But surely the question on the lips of the British recruits, wretched and shivering with cold and shock as the boats pulled them across to safety, was, Why? Why had the colonists – their

  own kin, enjoying virtual self-government, British maritime protection and the commercial advantages of belonging to the greatest trade grouping on earth – chosen to unleash a war of

  attrition against the country of their common origin? Why were humble British boys killing and being killed by their American cousins? The answer was far more complex than is generally assumed.




  Outside newly acquired Canada, British America in 1764, on the eve of the Revolution, consisted essentially of a long coastal strip penetrating at most some 300 miles inland,

  with a series of ports or cities as focal points. Only 21 million acres – 8 per cent of the occupied area – was cultivated. There was New Hampshire in the north, a long strip sandwiched

  between Massachusetts and its remote dependency of Maine. New Hampshire depended upon the former’s port of Boston for its exports to the outside world. Prosperous, underpopulated, and a prime

  source of naval masts and timber, it was dominated by one Benning Wentworth as a personal fiefdom; his family and friends occupied most sinecures and were awarded the cream of grants of land and

  contracts, while the New Hampshire council ate out of his hand.




  Next-door Massachusetts itself radiated from Boston – run down, economically depressed, a hotbed of political intrigue, whose factions strove for dominance under the usually helpless eye

  of the British-appointed governor. Further south was the small enclave of Rhode Island, with a reputation for contraband, quirkiness and eccentricity, and with a genuinely popularly elected legislature which dominated the state’s few chafing ‘Tory’ grandees.




  In neighbouring Connecticut religious factions held sway, while to the west the state of New York encompassed one of America’s biggest ports and, along the Hudson valley, a vast

  backcountry of immensely prosperous landowners who presided over large numbers of tenants, of whom some were well off, most less so. The port of New York itself ran the state’s politics, and

  was riven by arguments between quarrelling factions.




  The great state of Pennsylvania was dominated by the descendants of William Penn, the Quaker leader, who were so incompetent and argumentative that in 1746 even Benjamin Franklin had petitioned

  the Crown to rule the state directly. Pennsylvania also provided a home to a large German settler population and an astonishing variety of their Churches. Maryland, Massachusetts and Delaware were

  also held by royal charter; Connecticut, like Rhode Island, actually elected its own government; and the rest of the states were Crown colonies with their government chosen in London.




  Religion played a major role in more peaceful New Jersey’s politics. Delaware was smaller and sleepier. Maryland, with its important port of Baltimore, was a country of great landowners

  and impoverished tenants. Virginia, the tobacco state, distinguished and wealthy, enjoyed tranquil politics centred around its staid House of Burgesses. Its greatest landowner, Lord Fairfax,

  presided over an estate millions of acres in extent. North and South Carolina, and below that the little settlement of Georgia, with their ports of Wilmington, Charleston and Savannah and their

  slave-plantation societies, also home to great territorial magnates, enjoyed largely peaceful political existences.




  Each state was parochial and independent of the others; although there were considerable cross-border commercial links, the states looked primarily to Britain for trade. Their political arrangements suited both sides. A British-appointed governor – usually a soldier or ex-soldier – presided over a locally chosen executive council and over the

  squabbling factions and interests in the local assembly to which – on a property qualification – representatives were elected by a considerable part of the male population (from as much

  as one half to as little as one-sixth in different places). The governor’s appointment was often given to a local man of prominence and, provided that the colony paid lip service to the

  Crown, Britain barely interfered in how it was run. The colonies were distinct, yet surprisingly uniform in style of government and social patterns. They were quasi-independent.




  To the mother country they were relatively insignificant. Far more important than Virginia’s tobacco producers were the West Indian islands to the south, supplying the insatiable European

  demand for sugar and the global thirst for rum, distilled from molasses. Capital investment in the West Indian sugar industry was some £60 million in 1750 – around six times the total

  English stake in the North American colonies. By the 1770s there were reckoned to be some seventy MPs for the Caribbean plantation interest in the House of Commons, representing an absurdly

  backward and inefficient system of slash-and-burn production, worked by slaves on huge plantations draining the soil of its fertility. The sugar was grown for export, and then only through

  England.




  The British sugar producers came increasingly under challenge from their French neighbours, who favoured more efficient smallholdings worked in rotation with different types of crop. John

  Dickinson, the prominent English-trained American lawyer, remarked ironically, ‘By a very singular disposition of affairs, the colonies of an absolute monarchy [France] are settled on a

  republican principle; while those of a kingdom in many respects resembling a commonwealth [England] are cantoned out among a few lords vested with despotic power over myriads

  of vassals and supported in the pomp of Baggas by their slavery.’




  For Britain, with this colossal trade in the West Indies under challenge from the French, with the hostile Spanish Empire to the south, and engaged in continuing Continental power struggles and

  expansionary commitments in India and the East, the North American colonies were something of a backwater.




  Yet the thirteen colonies were changing fast. Nine-tenths of all Americans lived in the countryside – hence the political power of the rural magnates – and most

  were smallholders, tenants, or settlers. However, the towns exercised disproportionate influence in an overall population which had exploded from just 250,000 in 1700 to around 2,500,000

  three-quarters of a century later – a rate of 3 per cent a year or roughly a third every decade. There was plenty of room: the country supported around three persons per square mile in 1775.

  Yet poor agricultural practices meant that average farms had diminished in size – for example, in New England, to around 100 acres in extent.




  Modest little towns had become small cities during the thirty years before the Revolution: Philadelphia’s population increased from 13,000 to 40,000, New York from 11,000 to 25,000,

  Charleston from about 7,000 to 12,000, Newport from 6,000 to 11,000. Boston had stagnated at about 16,000, losing its preeminence to Philadelphia and New York. Even so, compared with England, most

  American urban centres remained stiflingly provincial: for example, London had more than a million inhabitants, and more than fifty cities in England could boast a population of 10,000 or more.




  The rapid growth in the American population was caused both by high birth rates and by immigration: most new arrivals were no longer high-minded zealots, some from gentrified backgrounds, but

  poor people driven in search of a better life. Two-thirds of non-native Americans were of British descent. The biggest non-British population consisted, of course, of black

  slaves: around 500,000, a fifth of the total population, had arrived by 1775. Although they were to play a far from negligible role in political events after that year, they were excluded

  politically, with no vote or voice, functioning only as labour to fuel the southern economy, occasionally inspiring the fear of revolt in their white overlords.




  Another huge influx had come from Northern Ireland: tough-minded Scots-Irish Presbyterians bearing a grudge against the English for enticing them to move to Ireland and then discriminating

  against their produce and local religion there. The Scots-Irish settled the western frontier along the Connecticut river, southern New Hampshire, Maine and Worcester, then down towards the Delaware

  and the Susquehanna, Maryland, Virginia, the Carolinas and Georgia.




  Some 100,000 Germans formed another major group. Mostly fleeing religious persecution, they were pious and hardworking, excelled as farmers, and settled in the Susquehanna valley and

  Pennsylvania, where they made up a third of the population. A smaller Lowland Scottish migration of 25,000, as well as several thousand Highlanders, came in search of a better life around 1750.

  Other nationalities to settle in significant numbers were the Dutch, Swedes, Finns, Welsh, Irish and French. In addition some 1,400 British convicts were transported to America every year.




  These people had no loyalty to Britain; indeed, some were deeply hostile. The Scots, Welsh and Irish had no affection for the throne of Hanover, and the first had recently risen in rebellion

  against it. Yet their influence can be overstated. Comprising only around 15 per cent of the population they were divided and most were politically passive.




  The Indian population in touch with the whites may have numbered as many as 250,000, with 150,000 being distributed within the states themselves, the rest along the western frontier. Around 50,000 whites lived west of the Appalachians. Mohawks and Delawares lived in the same villages as different white nationalities, while Catholic Indians with French names were

  common along the border. The relationship between Indians and whites was often close, but also complex and competitive, as a fine passage by Colin Calloway shows:




  

    

      Colonists from Europe, where hunting was a gentleman’s sport, learned from Indians how to hunt for a living. Colonial hunters who operated in Indian country pulled on

      Indian leggings, breechclouts, and moccasins, dressed their long hair with bear grease, and sometimes donned war paint. Anglican preacher Charles Woodmason denounced settlers in the Carolina

      backcountry as being ‘hardly one degree removed’ from their Indian neighbours. General Thomas Gage reckoned backcountry settlers on the Ohio River ‘differ little from the

      Indians in their manner of life’. Missionary David McClure said that backcountry Virginians were ‘generally white savages, and subsist by hunting, and live like the

      Indians’.




      Whereas Indians in Canada took to wearing jackets and waistcoats like their French neighbours, Frenchmen travelling in Indian country ‘generally dressed like the natives’,

      exchanging their trousers for leggings and loincloths. Young men in backcountry Virginia were proud of their ‘Indian-like dress’, and even wore leggings and breechclouts to church,

      which apparently sparked the interest of young women in the congregation. When George Rogers Clark and his Virginians arrived at Kaskaskia in 1778, they were dressed Indian style, ‘in

      hunting shirt and breech cloth’. Their appearance surprised the Spanish governor of Saint Louis but was not unusual for men accustomed to life in Indian country.




      In the Mohawk Valley in the 1760s, Peter Warren Johnson met Europeans who tattooed their faces and chests like their Indian neighbours, ‘which is done by pricking the skin with pins,

      till the blood comes, and then applying gunpowder to it, which will remain for ever’. French fur traders in Canada likewise tattooed their bodies. Cultural

      boundaries between Indians and Europeans, and between Indians and Africans (as between Indians and other Indians), were often fuzzy and porous.




      The mixing of peoples and cultures did not erase differences or eradicate conflict. Surveying the inventory of things colonists borrowed from Indians, James Axtell reminds us that

      ‘their goal was not to become Indian, nor did their selective and piecemeal adaptations of native techniques and technology make them so’. The same can be said of Indians who

      borrowed from European culture: they did not intend to, nor did they, become Europeans. In fact, conflict between Indian and European cultures was increasing steadily by the eve of the

      Revolution, as growing pressure on Indian lands eroded previous patterns of coexistence.


    


  




  The significance of religion among the American settlers can be exaggerated. At first most of the colonies were dominated by the established Anglican Church – the

  unzealous agent of everything that was most orthodox about the religious establishment of the mother country. In New England, Protestantism continued to play as large a part as it always had in

  politics, divided though it was between the various reformed churches of the Congregationalists who formed the social Establishment. Anglicans, Baptists and Quakers were divided within themselves

  – the Baptists between ‘separate’ and ‘royalist’ branches, the New Lights, supporters of the fundamentalist ‘Great Awakening’ theory of possession by the

  Spirit, and the Old Lights, who opposed them.




  In the middle colonies, the Quakers, who had helped to found Pennsylvania, had a disproportionate influence, as did the Presbyterians, split between the ‘New Side’ based in New York

  and the ‘Old Side’ based in Philadelphia. The German Reformed and Lutheran churches – the Mennonites, Dunkers and Moravians – fought between themselves for the allegiance of

  the remote farming communities of Pennsylvania, although many of these communities were not especially religious and lacked any place of worship.




  It is hard to point to any organized religious opposition to British rule as such. The new Puritan churches were too divided and inward-looking. Rather, the various branches of Protestantism

  were marked by a dependency on secular devotion, a suspicion of the well-heeled Anglican religious establishment (which in America was far less respected than in Britain), and a devotion to the

  ethics of hard work and self-reliance that viewed government, religious establishments and impositions from abroad, or even outside their local communities, with equally deep suspicion.




  Perhaps the Protestant churches’ most important role was as informal natural rallying points for the disaffected against the sedate social order in the colonies. If the Anglican churches

  were seen as pillars of the sometimes hugely wealthy Establishment, and even the Congregationalists became so in New England, the new Puritan churches became magnets for poorer immigrants such as

  the Scots-Irish who had no more love for the local territorial magnates and prosperous merchants than their equivalents in Britain. To attract the support of the poor, Baptists and Presbyterians

  moved into the stagnant southern colonies, where the Anglican churches held sway.




  During the eighteenth century the thirteen colonies were undergoing a ferment of social change probably unparalleled anywhere else in the world – in the emergence of a

  thrusting, ambitious middle class, in the explosive growth of a poorer underclass that threatened the traditional domination of the landowners and rich merchants, in the new wave of hardy,

  impoverished immigrants and in the growth of anti-establishment religious sects. In just seventy years, sleepy, provincial colonies with a predominantly monoglot population had been transformed

  into a bubbling cauldron of social ferment. A new phalanx of settlers, previously condemned as no-hopers in stagnant European social structures, now found that with a little

  effort they could vastly improve their lives. Either indifferent towards or resentful of the English, they had little reason to respect the British Crown.




  Yet the monarchy was not the chief target of their hatred. Britain’s pompous governors exerted virtually no power over elected local assemblies, and its aloof, even neglectful, attitude

  made the mother country remote from colonists whose frontiers were limited only by the immense American land mass. Their target was their own establishment, securely in place after some 200 years

  of settlement. The local social order, of which the Crown was no more than the symbolic peak, was a far more immediate cause of anger to the new colonial aspirants. As long as they could acquire

  land for cultivation relatively freely, and thus escape poverty, resentment against the class structure could be contained. But their scope for settling new land was soon to be threatened –

  specifically by Britain.




  Meanwhile, few Americans felt affection or allegiance towards structures dominated by hugely wealthy American absentee landowners, monopolist merchants and traders in cahoots with corrupt

  political dynasties who shared the spoils and opportunities of development. A rapidly increasing population of the land-hungry resented the placid social order set up in the interests of those who

  had arrived before them. Beside this tension the largely titular rule extended by Britain from thousands of miles away was something of an irrelevance.




  Under the pressure of tumultuous change, the social fabric in America itself began to buckle. From 1750 riots were staged against the great landowners of New York and New Jersey. In 1766 a

  tenants’ revolt had to be suppressed by troops. In 1764 the ‘Paxton Boys’ arrived in Philadelphia demanding increased representation for the west in the local assembly. In 1768

  the ‘Regulator’ movement of small western farmers rampaged against the gentry through North Carolina before being defeated by the authorities at the Battle of the

  Alamance.




  When more enlightened members of the established order realized what was happening, they switched allegiance, placed themselves at the head of the revolutionary movement – making the

  British connection the scapegoat – and then in the interests of self-preservation furiously tried to channel and direct the flood. Had they not done so the American Revolution might have much

  more closely resembled the French one thirteen years later.




  The classic economic-determinist view of the American Revolution holds that, after the Seven Years War with France (1756–63) the colonies plunged into an economic

  depression which sparked off deep resentment against British colonialist mercantilist ‘exploitation’. Britain’s own economic depression led the mother country and the colonists to

  engage in bitter warfare over a shrinking market, with Parliament passing a series of acts to raise taxation from the colonies and to restrict their trade. Inevitably, the resentful colonists

  exploded against their political and economic oppression, and American independence was born.




  While there are elements of truth in this, its substance does not stand up to scrutiny. The post-war depression was in fact short-lived, and the colonists’ chief problems before 1775 were

  ones of breakneck economic expansion, not contraction. In any case Britain’s ‘exploitative’ measures barely worked, and were sometimes actually beneficial to trade. In particular,

  the undoubtedly ill-conceived and provocative attempt to impose taxation failed completely, so it could hardly be blamed for the harsh conditions the Americans supposedly laboured under.




  The argument for the traditional view is set out by Louis Hacker:




  

    

      The mother country had bound the colonies to itself in an economic vassalage: opportunities for colonial enterprise were possible only in commercial

      agriculture (supported by land speculation) and in trade.




      But when the expanding commercial activities of northern merchant capitalists came into conflict with the great capitalist interest of British West Indian sugar and the related merchant and

      banking groups dependent upon it; when the southern tobacco and rice planters, in their role of land speculators, collided with English land speculators and the mighty fur interest; and when

      the colonial need to move into manufacturing and to develop adequate credit facilities for its growing enterprises threatened the very existence of English mercantile capitalism in all its

      ramifications: then repression, coercion, even the violence of economic extinction (as in the case of the Boston Port Bill) had to follow. There could be no accommodation possible when English

      statesmen were compelled to choose between supporting English mercantile capitalism and supporting colonial mercantile and planter capitalism.


    


  




  Furthermore:




  

    

      The colonies had enjoyed a period of unprecedented prosperity during the years of the war with France. The expanding market in the West Indies, the great expenditures of the

      British quartermasters, the illegal and contraband trade with the enemy forces – all these had furnished steady employment for workers on the fleets and in the shipyards and ports as

      well as lucrative outlets for the produce of small farmers. But with the end of the war and the passage of the restrictive legislation of 1763 and after, depression had set in to last until

      1770.




      Stringency and bankruptcy everywhere confronted the merchants and big farmers. At the same time, seamen and labourers were thrown out of work; small tradesmen were compelled to close their

      shops; and small farmers faced ruin because of their expanded acreage, a diminished market, and heavy fixed charges made particularly onerous as a result of currency contraction. Into the bargain, escape into the frontier zones – always the last refuge of the dispossessed – was shut off as a result of the Proclamation of 1763 and the land policy

      of 1774. The lower middle classes and workers of the towns in almost all the colonies, beginning in 1765, organized themselves into secret societies called the ‘Sons of Liberty’ and

      demonstrated and moved against the colonial agents of the crown. In these acts they were encouraged by the merchants and landlords.


    


  




  It is worth looking more closely both at America’s economy and at the extent of British exploitation. The booming economy of the thirteen colonies in the eighteenth

  century acted as a magnet for immigrants. In 1688 the colonies exported some 28 million pounds of tobacco to Britain; in 1771, 105 million. Some eight times as much rice was being shipped from

  South Carolina in 1774 as in 1725. Altogether exports to the mother country increased sevenfold in seventy-five years. Trade in bread, meat and fish increased exponentially. Imports also rose

  sharply, although not quite as fast.




  If British colonial restrictions were indeed oppressive to trade, they must have been highly inefficient, since trade flowed despite that oppression. In fact the evidence suggests that the

  British colonial regime was highly beneficial to business.




  As late as 1774 lawyer John Dickinson, then an enthusiastic supporter of the British connection, wrote:




  

    

      If an archangel had planned the connection between Great Britain and her colonies, he could not have fixed it on a more lasting and beneficial foundation, unless he could

      have changed human nature. A mighty naval power at the head of the whole – that power, a parent state with all the endearing sentiments attending to the relationship – that could

      never disoblige, but with design – the dependent states more apt to have feuds among themselves – she the umpire and controller – those states producing every article

      necessary to her greatness – their interest, that she should continue free and flourishing – their ability to throw a considerable weight in the scale, should

      her government get unduly poised – she and all those states Protestant – are some of the circumstances, that delineated by the masterly hand of a Beccaria, would exhibit a plan,

      vindicating the ways of heaven and demonstrating that humanity and policy are nearly related.


    


  




  The first principal colonial economic restriction was the 1660 Navigation Act, which confined the carriage of trade to and from the colonies to British vessels. This in fact

  turned out to be hugely beneficial to New England, which produced much of the English fleet. By 1775 nearly a third of all English ships were being constructed in America. Some 4,000 ships docked

  at American ports and, far from inhibiting trade, the provision ensured that America had a large and dependable merchant fleet for its exports – essential for commodities such as tobacco,

  rice, sugar and indigo, which faced ruin if exports were interrupted or delayed. English dominance of the sea lanes ensured safe passage for American goods. There is no evidence that English

  freight rates were high compared to foreign ones.




  A second alleged abuse of British colonial power was the system of ‘enumeration’ – a kind of quota system, defining levels of production and targeting them for British markets.

  The main American crops affected were tobacco, rice and indigo. The importance of the British market for tobacco was by any standards beneficial. Exports to Scotland alone, for example, rose from

  12 million pounds in 1746 to an astonishing 48 million in 1771. Over the same period they rose from 26 million pounds in the London market to 45 million, while dropping from 13 million to 10

  million in other markets. Scotland and London acted as entrepôts, exporting three-quarters of the crop elsewhere.




  Could the crop have been more efficiently and profitably sold directly by the colonies to their ultimate markets rather than through Britain? A glance at what happened after America gained its independence gives the answer. After reaching a high of 100 million pounds in exports in 1775, the trade collapsed to just 51 million in 1814, when the Americans were

  selling directly, recovering only to 79 million in the 1820s. As a result of the Revolution, some $35 million in direct British investment in tobacco in the southern states was lost, and only some

  $2.6 million later recouped.




  Thomas Jefferson, a wealthy tobacco planter from Virginia, came closer to the truth in describing his own self-interested resentment of the British for getting the planter ‘more immersed

  in debt than he could pay without selling his land or slaves … These debts had now become hereditary from father to son … so that the planters were a species of property annexed to

  certain mercantile houses in London.’




  Rice production from South Carolina was also growing apace before independence, jumping from 81,000 bales a year to 120,000 in the decade from 1760 to 1770. (Georgia’s exports rose from

  5,000 bales to 22,000 bales over the same period.) Of total American rice exports of 156,000 bales in 1782, 98,000 went to Britain. By the 1820s, American rice exports to Britain would slump from

  469,000 to 217,000 hundredweight; and to Europe from 484,000 to 367,000. Again the planters lost their prime source of investment capital.




  American indigo exports in 1773 were running at around 1.4 million pounds, almost all of it to Britain, which also funded the plantations. By 1822 American indigo exports had dwindled to just

  3,000 lb, and imports were up to 1.1 million.




  However, compared with the gradual growth in the value of exports from America to Britain between 1769 and 1771 – from £1.2 million to £1.5 million – imports from the

  mother country rose dramatically – from £1.6 million to £4.5 million in the same period. The colonies were a captive market for manufactured and luxury goods such as hardware and

  furnishings, and had only rudimentary plants to produce textiles and finished iron goods. In those three years the colonies’ trade deficit rose from around

  £500,000 to £3 million.




  How was the gap bridged? Partly by capital investment from Britain – largely to the southern colonies; and more importantly, by the massive trade growth that the North American colonies

  experienced as the booming British West Indian sugar islands bought their lumber, flour and fish. The simple view is of North America as a dumping ground for expensive British products, exchanged

  for cheap commodities. In fact there was a three-way trade: the wealthy West Indian colonies absorbed North American products, while exporting their sugar to British markets and thence overseas,

  the British exported luxuries and bought commodities from North America, and the latter balanced its trade by supplying both markets.




  In addition, the importance of the American colonies’ thriving trade in piracy and smuggling cannot be overstated. Raiding Spanish ships was estimated to bring £100,000 a year to New

  York alone; the prize money of a single cargo could range from £50,000 to £200,000. At least £1 million a year flowed into North America from piracy compared with £40,000 a

  year taken in British tax revenues from the colonies.




  Smuggling was a massively lucrative sideline, involving mainly embargoed goods supplied by North American producers to European markets. The Molasses Act, imposed in 1733, had aimed to provide a

  captive market for British West Indian sugar, rum and molasses: in fact it encouraged a colossal illicit trade in more efficiently produced sugar-based exports from the French West Indies, which

  were up to 40 per cent cheaper. This trade was so enormous, and British attempts to police it so ineffectual, that by the late 1750s only 2,500 hogsheads of the molasses reaching the

  smugglers’ haven of Rhode Island came from British sources, while 11,500 were landed illegally from Britain’s competitors. In Massachusetts alone there were no fewer than sixty-three

  illicit distilleries. Thus the colonies enjoyed a huge source of illegal income in the face of an act so often cited as a terrible British imposition, yet so ineffectual as to

  be almost irrelevant.




  The British were justifiably charged with attempting to strangle the growth of local industries in the colonies so as to maintain their monopoly to export processed goods to America. The three

  most celebrated means were the Iron Act, the Woollens Act and the Hat Act. Forges and furnaces for the making of iron were prohibited; exports of woollens and hats from America were prohibited. But

  these measures were almost entirely ineffectual.




  With only a shambolic militia barely loyal to the British, policing iron forges and furnaces – mostly small, local, backyard affairs – throughout the colonies was a farce. By 1775

  more forges were estimated to be working in America than in Britain, and total output was reckoned to be greater. By 1764 the American Iron Company had even been set up with capital from London,

  while Pennsylvania was a heartland of small-scale iron production. There is no record of a single prosecution against an iron manufacturer. The Iron Act was totally ignored – almost certainly

  with impotent official connivance.




  The Woollens Act was similarly ineffective. At the time of the Revolution, America enjoyed a thriving trade in wool based on cottage production, which largely clothed the people of the colonies:

  there were virtually no woollen imports into America. So the British had failed to find a captive market. Ironically, woollen imports were to account for around a third of all imports into America

  after 1821, though the colonies had previously been self-sufficient. Restrictions on the production of woollen goods were less onerous than in England itself. Hats, ludicrously, were also barred

  from export, but enjoyed a thriving trade in America itself, where 842 hatters operated at the time of the Revolution, 532 in Pennsylvania alone.




  Another much-touted example of British commercial ‘exploitation’ was the time-honoured practice of subsidization. Naval stores, lumber and indigo all attracted

  such subsidies, which were guaranteed for as long as twenty years and cost Britain around £37,000 a year in the early 1760s. They could hardly be said to discriminate against any but foreign

  producers: they directly benefited the American manufacturers of these goods, as well as providing a secure supply of products deemed necessary by the British government. The southern states where

  the bulk of these subsidies were paid were to be the most loyal to the Crown. Subsidies were indeed non-competitive interferences with the market, but such practices were common in most trading

  nations and most developing countries, and preferential tariffs benefited American producers.




  Britain’s strenuous efforts to restrict currency expansion in the colonies are cited as a further instance of skulduggery. The Americans produced ‘community

  money’, which the British refused to recognize in their contracts. The colonies tried to mint money, but the British prohibited mints in 1684. The Americans then tried to inflate the value of

  overseas coins and prevent any being exported. They printed paper money based on expected tax revenues, and issued money on the security of property alone. The Land and Manufacture Bank, set up in

  1740, was promptly closed down by the authorities – ruining, among others, the father of the great revolutionary Samuel Adams.




  The state of Massachusetts issued its first bills in 1690; by 1750 some £4.6 million had been printed, with its currency eventually backed at a level of 11 to 1 against sterling. In

  profligate New Hampshire and Rhode Island the ratio was 25 to 1. More modestly, Connecticut, and North and South Carolina had ratios of between 10 to 1 and 7 to 1. These represented staggering

  rates of inflation, deeply damaging to ordinary Americans who bought the paper and soon found its value plunging. Only New York and Pennsylvania maintained sound currencies,

  worth around a quarter of the value of sterling.




  Alarmed at the issue of paper money and the resentment being aroused in the North American colonies, the British government in 1764 passed the Currency Act, which effectively prohibited the

  issuing of further currency. This had an immediate deflationary effect, and the colonial authorities – many of them benefiting from corrupt deals and windfalls made possible by the issuing of

  paper money – were furious.




  Did the British act out of cynical motives of colonial repression designed to benefit their own traders? Certainly American attempts to trade in their own depreciated currency were troublesome

  for British merchants, most of whom refused to accept paper money which was considered valueless in Britain. Yet any government, however remote, would have viewed with alarm the pace of expansion

  of credit in the colonies. Britain could be said to be acting responsibly against the paper inflation which brought ruin to those on fixed incomes (although many of the poorest were outside the

  moneyed economy altogether). Britain can be faulted for not acting sooner rather than for taking action to curb credit, and the effects of its action were less deflationary than expected.




  But the colonial elites were angry at this inhibition of their freedom to issue money. British policy created many enemies, of whom Sam Adams’s father was typical, and ignited a great deal

  of ill-feeling among newly prosperous Americans. John Dickinson wrote in 1765:




  

    

      Trade is decaying and all credit is expiring. Money is becoming so extremely scarce that reputable freeholders find it impossible to pay debts which are trifling in

      comparison to their estates. If creditors sue, and take out executions, the lands and personal estates, as the sale must be for ready money, are sold for a small part of what they were worth

      when the debts were contracted. The debtors are ruined. The creditors get back but part of their debt and that ruins them. Thus the consumers break the shopkeepers; they

      break the merchants; and the shock must be felt as far as London.


    


  




  Research by the economic historian Oliver Dickerson has shown that during the Seven Years War with France the colonies had incurred a debt of some £2.6 million, which by

  1769 had slumped to just £777,000, a reduction of 20 per cent a year – a remarkable achievement. Nevertheless, America was growing fast economically, importing ever greater quantities

  of luxury goods, its wage rates among the highest in the world. As Dickerson observes:




  

    

      Conditions for the period as a whole must be considered. A country that was a mecca for immigrants; that was importing slaves in large numbers; that was rapidly expanding

      its settled area into the back country; that could order from overseas expensive marble statues of its favourite English politicians as did South Carolina and New York; that could squander

      large sums on the public funeral of a royal governor and bury him in a sepulchre as elaborate as was accorded to royalty in England; that could find the funds for better church buildings than

      it ever had before in its history; that could sink public debts more rapidly than other countries; and whose population could live on a far better scale than similar classes in any other part

      of the world; was not suffering from economic ills that lead to permanent poverty.


    


  




  North America in 1765 was an exciting, expanding, self-enriching, largely autonomous society, whose settled upper classes were being challenged by a new population of tough and

  ambitious immigrants. In colonies largely settled by the English these immigrants enjoyed the same rights as Englishmen, and if anything rather less control by their superiors than their equals in

  the mother country’s older, more deferential, social structure.




  Any yearning for liberty was thus not that of a slave seeking to be freed from his chains, but that of a vigorous young man hoping to escape the stuffy social order that

  was represented in theory by Britain, though in practice by the local establishment. The colonies were free in all but name, and increasingly prosperous – indeed, they were to become a good

  deal less so once the British had departed (although no one could have foreseen this). In a famous ballad published in 1765, Benjamin Franklin summed up the contempt which the vigorous young

  territories had for their ‘mother country’.




   


  

  

  

  

    

      We have an old mother that peevish is grown,




      She snubs us like children that scarce walk alone;




      She forgets we’re grown up and have sense of our own,




      Which nobody can deny, deny, which nobody can deny.




       




      If we don’t obey orders, whatever the case;




      She frowns, and she chides, and she loses all patience,




      And sometimes she hits us a slap in the face,




      Which nobody can deny, &c.




       




      Her orders so odd are, we often suspect




      That age has impaired her sound intellect:




      But still an old mother should have due respect,




      Which nobody can deny, &c.




       




      Let’s bear with her humours as well as we can:




      But why should we bear the abuse of her man?




      When servants make mischief; they earn the rattan,




      Which nobody can deny, &c.




       




      Know too, ye bad neighbours, who aim to divide




      The sons from the mother, that still she’s our pride;




      And if ye attack her we’re all of her side,




      Which nobody can deny, &c.




       




      We’ll join in her lawsuits, to baffle all those,




      Who, to get what she has, will be often her foes:




      For we know it must all be our own, when she goes,




      Which nobody can deny, deny, which nobody can deny.
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  The Lobsters




  If the American Revolution can be said to have begun at the time of the Stamp Act crisis of 1764, of which more later, the Seven Years War – dubbed in America ‘the

  French and Indian War’, and labelled by Winston Churchill ‘the First World War’ – was its catalyst. The mastermind of American independence, the later French Foreign

  Minister the Comte de Vergennes, who at the time was ambassador to faraway Turkey, commented at the close of the war, ‘The colonies will no longer need Britain’s protection. She will

  call on them to contribute toward supporting the burdens they have helped to bring on her, and they will answer by striking off their chains.’




  For the real conflict was a deadly struggle for dominance between France and Britain: in this the American colonies were a sideshow, just as two centuries later the war between America and the

  Soviet Union, was to be played out across the stages of the Third World.




  The ‘Great War for the Empire’ was anticipated in June 1754 by a skirmish in which a twenty-two-year-old major of the Virginia militia, George Washington, was sent

  to drive out the French who had encroached on Virginian land at Fort Duquesne. Washington surprised and killed a score of Frenchmen, along with their commander, at a site called Great Meadows. The

  French then surrounded Washington and his men in their crude log stockade, Fort Necessity, and forced them to surrender. With the colonies apparently under imminent threat of

  French–Indian invasion, the British rushed a large number of troops there to buttress the ill-co-ordinated efforts of the locals. One of these commented:




  

    

      The strength of our colonies … is divided … Jealous are they of each other – some ill-constituted – others shaken with intestine divisions –

      and … parsimonious even to prodigality. Our assemblies are diffident of their governors – governors despise their assemblies, and both mutually misrepresent each other to the court

      of Great Britain … Without a general constitution for warlike operations, we can neither plan nor execute.


    


  




  On their arrival, the troops were appalled by the greed the colonists displayed: the British were made to pay for access to water from privately owned wells, and were billeted

  in lodgings ‘dearer than would cost in the capital streets of London’. In Pennsylvania a senior British commander lamented upon the ‘villainy and rascality of the inhabitants, who

  to a man seem rather bent upon our ruin … than give the smallest assistance, which if at last extorted is so infamously charged as shows the disposition of the people in its full

  glare’. ‘I never saw such a set of people, obstinate and perverse in the last degree,’ complained one British general.




  The British commander sent to conquer the disputed territory of north-western Virginia in 1755 was the sixty-year-old Major-General Edward Braddock. Bluff and self-important, he was furious at

  the delays hampering the expedition’s departure from Fort Cumberland in Maryland. His deputy Quartermaster General railed against the local inhabitants who ‘laid themselves out to put

  what money they could in their pockets, without forwarding our expedition’. Above all, the British could not obtain horses or carts; the local politician who found them some was one Benjamin Franklin, of whom Braddock commented that this was ‘about the only instance of ability and honesty I have known in these provinces’.




  Franklin’s assessment of Braddock was shrewd and less flattering: ‘Braddock might probably have made a good figure in some European war. But he had too much self-confidence; too high

  an opinion of the validity of regular troops; too mean a one of both Americans and Indians.’




  Braddock’s plan was to take Fort Duquesne and then march on to Niagara and Frontenac, in spite of Washington’s preference for a defensive war. Franklin tried to warn him that in such

  country he would be exposed to ambush. Braddock replied patronizingly, ‘These savages may, indeed, be a formidable enemy to your raw American militia, but upon the King’s regular and

  disciplined troops, sir, it is impossible they should make any impression.’




  The expedition advanced towards the wild country of north-western Virginia, advancing at a painfully slow pace, until it crossed the Monongahela river, ten miles from Fort Duquesne. On 9 July,

  Braddock’s force marched forward in disciplined ranks across a clearing surrounded on both sides by thickly wooded ravines and was ambushed on both sides by the French and Indians from the

  cover of the trees. Unable to see the enemy, the ranks broke at last into a headlong retreat, and Braddock, who fought furiously and had four horses shot from under him, was hit in the lungs. Some

  750 of his men were killed or wounded, about two thirds of the total, against enemy losses of just 51. Braddock’s dying words were ‘We shall know better how to deal with them the next

  time.’




  Not for the last time, the British had grossly underestimated the toughness of local American fighters and the difficult terrain, so different from that of Europe. Washington rallied what was

  left of the force, complaining bitterly that the ‘dastardly behaviour of the British soldiers [in panicking] exposed all those who were inclined to do their duty to

  almost certain death’. The British retreated to Fort Cumberland.




  A French thrust from the north pushed aside Colonel James Mercer’s courageous forces at Oswego on Lake Ontario. General Montcalm, the French commander, crossed Lake Champlain to Lake

  George and seized the fort there in 1758. The colonies were now under direct threat.




  Elsewhere, the war was proving disastrous for Britain: Admiral Byng surrendered Minorca against impossible odds, and was promptly courtmartialled and shot by the British in 1757. From India came

  news that Calcutta had fallen to the French; Robert Clive’s brilliant campaign to retake it, defeat the French, and occupy Bengal had not yet been reported. In Europe, Frederick the Great,

  Britain’s ally, was beaten back by French and Austrian forces and Hanover was taken by France in the summer of 1757.




  William Pitt the Elder was summoned in Britain’s desperate hour of need. The new Prime Minister rose to the challenge, appointing fresh commanders and deciding on a bold

  new strategy: while leaving the Indian campaign to Clive, he would delegate the struggle on the Continent to Frederick the Great and use the British navy to cut off France’s forces in Canada

  from resupply. His main effort would be concentrated on Canada.




  In 1758 the tide turned: Admiral Boscawen and Generals Amherst and Wolfe stopped the French advance and took Louisbourg, on Cape Breton Island, from behind their lines. Under General John

  Forbes, and with Washington again in support, a force of 2,500 men made their way across to Fort Duquesne, where Britain had been defeated three years before; this time scouting parties were sent

  to check French and Indian positions. Before they reached the fort, the French had left. It was renamed Fort Pitt after the British Prime Minister, and later became Pittsburgh.




  In Europe, Frederick the Great won a string of triumphs against the French in 1758. The following year a French fleet was destroyed; further south the British took the

  French island of Guadeloupe. Fort Niagara fell to the British in July 1759, and Lord Amherst captured Crown Point and Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain.




  A month earlier Wolfe had arrived down the St Lawrence with an army of 9,000 men and besieged Quebec. After two months of fruitless bombardment, the British staged the coup of moving 3,200

  soldiers up a goat trail to the heights overlooking the city on its apparently impregnable rock rampart above the river. Both Wolfe and Montcalm were mortally wounded in the brief battle that

  followed. Wolfe’s last words on hearing of Britain’s victory were ‘God be praised, I will die in peace.’ Montreal fell to Amherst in September 1760.




  But the following year Britain’s new King, George III, dismissed Pitt, who wanted to continue the war, and initiated negotiations which led to peace in 1763. The terms were widely

  criticized in Britain, but at least the French ceded Canada.




  From Britain’s perspective, the mother country had valiantly defended the colonists. But that was not how the Americans saw it. With the collapse of the French it dawned on them that they

  no longer needed British defenders to protect them. In addition, the British had, in American eyes, behaved reprehensibly in drawing up the terms of the settlement. For, by the royal proclamation

  of 1763 under which Britain had occupied French Canada, the large region across the Appalachians which formed the western boundary to the thirteen colonies was to become a huge Indian reserve on

  which no white settlement could be permitted.




  The loathing between the British forces and the colonists had reached near-breaking point. It was most keenly felt between the hardened British professional soldiers and the loosely disciplined,

  frontier-wise American militia: it is no coincidence that Massachusetts and Virginia, where the British regulars and the American militia had fought most intensely side by

  side against the French in the Seven Years War, were the two most active colonies in the independence cause later.




  The roots of this ill-feeling went back a long way. In 1680 the colonies had raised local militia for defence and internal policing, and all adult males were required to serve

  on a part-time basis. North America’s first local rebellion had taken place as far back as 1675 in Virginia, when Charles II sent an expedition of 1,000 soldiers to put down an uprising

  against the crabbed and venal royal governor, Sir William Berkeley. The rebellion soon fizzled out, and Berkeley was recalled to England, but 200 soldiers left behind to keep the peace became

  increasingly ill-fed and unpopular, and were disbanded in 1682.




  For the first time the colonists had shown that professional soldiers were not welcome in the colonies: they considered their allegiance was voluntary, not based on coercion. Order was to be

  enforced by local militia. They liked to enjoy the British Empire’s trading benefits and protection, but resented any overt display of political and military supremacy.




  The next flare-up had taken place in 1686, when Britain’s centralizing King James II decided to strip the then colonies of New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Plymouth and Rhode Island of their

  separate governments and set them up as the united dominion of New England. Sir Edmund Andros was sent to preside over this supercolony, accompanied by 100 soldiers and a frigate, the

  Rose. Andros, fearing disaffection, placed a few cannon on top of Fort Hill, overlooking the Boston waterfront. His tiny force garrisoned both the fort and Castle Island, a few miles

  offshore.




  The Puritan-dominated local community was appalled by the rough behaviour of the soldiers off duty, and was soon seething: a constable complained that he ‘was stabbed as soon as he came out of doors and another constable had his stuff taken out of his house, and had a pass made at him, and was forced to fly for his life, and that by men belonging to the

  ships that was the King’s’.




  Andros, as the representative of a Catholic monarch, was hated by Protestant New Englanders. In 1688, as Indians threatened the colony from the north, he conscripted a large body of militiamen

  to march out and face them just as winter approached. According to the conscripted men, the British officers treated them abominably, executing those who were unable to complete the long and

  terrible march to desolate outposts in the snow, and torturing others. A soldier was suspended ‘by the hand with a cod line clear from the ground only bearing one foot upon a sharp stake a

  long time, and afterwards tied neck and heels, and after that tied up by the other hand as before, with his other hand and foot tied cross behind him, and after that bound down with his back upon a

  sharp rail or stake’. The troops returned to Boston without fighting – the expedition a complete failure – to learn that Prince William of Orange had taken James II’s

  throne.




  In April 1689 the captain of the Rose and others were suddenly seized by local men on the streets of Boston, and Andros fled to Fort Hill. There, after a botched attempt to escape, he

  and his small garrison surrendered to the townspeople, who also seized the Rose. He was sent back to Britain. This act of open mutiny was justified by the colonists as allegiance to the

  changed regime in England. William and Mary were now in power, and their charter for Massachusetts included the guarantee that no soldiers would return to the colony.




  In New York, meanwhile, the deputy governor, Colonel Francis Nicholson, presided over two small garrisons of regular soldiers stationed in Fort James. Nicholson had also unwisely raised some

  troops of local militia, who were deeply mistrustful of the regulars. Shortly after the fall of Andros, the militia seized control of Fort James and disbanded the regular

  soldiers, while Nicholson, who had initially threatened to set the town ablaze, fled to England.




  The rebel leader – one Jacob Leisler, of German background, who was supported by New York’s substantial Dutch community – was regarded by the British as an extremist and,

  though he professed allegiance to William and Mary, he failed to impress them with his sincerity. Colonel Henry Slaughter was sent to take control, with two companies of redcoats – derided by

  the Americans as ‘lobsters’ – dispatched in separate ships from England.




  The soldiers arrived first, under the command of Major Richard Ingoldsby. Leisler refused to surrender control, and a series of incidents ensued in which each side tried to intimidate the other

  until, on 17 March, actual shooting broke out. Two civilian followers of the British were killed and a number were wounded, as well as one soldier. When Slaughter arrived, Leisler still refused to

  stand down, but Ingoldsby was allowed into the fort. There he called on those within to give up, with the offer of a pardon. They surrendered and were pardoned, but Leisler was tried and

  hanged.




  It was notable that both mini-insurrections had occurred largely in response to what was perceived to be a political change in Britain itself. The Protestant colonists were reacting against the

  Catholic influence of James II and, so they believed, in favour of William and Mary. They were also demonstrating their repugnance for the uncouth, though highly disciplined, lower-class British

  regulars. Exactly the same pattern was evident just under a century later, when the colonists perceived – wrongly – that royal authority in England was being usurped by Parliament.




  William and Mary promptly took action to end the unwieldy centralized Dominion of New England. Massachusetts Bay and the historic Plymouth Colony were merged almost into a single colony. New

  Hampshire and New York were restored as royal colonies, and each was given its own independent assembly. Connecticut and Rhode Island remained virtually self-governing,

  although all the colonies were subject to the largely ineffectual Navigation Acts. A small garrison of redcoats remained in New York, though they were thoroughly despised and unpopular with the

  locals. New York’s British governor, the Earl of Bellomont, had two of them executed for mutiny.




  With the outbreak of war between Britain and its two traditional enemies, France and Spain, the northern colonies became alarmed that they would be attacked by the French, and

  invited the British to take part in a pre-emptive strike. This was to involve a large naval force sailing up the St Lawrence to capture Quebec, while a local force advanced up the wild country

  across lakes and rivers to seize Montreal from the south. A large and enthusiastic army of militia was raised by the colonists, who eagerly awaited the British forces early in 1709.




  To the colonists’ fury and dismay, news reached them later in the year that the expedition had been disbanded, possibly because peace with the French was on the cards and there were doubts

  in London as to the venture’s chances of success. The colonists’ attempt finally to rid themselves of the French threat to the north had been bitterly disappointed. Instead they had to

  content themselves with a limited expedition to capture Port Royal, Nova Scotia, which was mounted successfully (the port being renamed Annapolis Royal) but ended in predictable squabbling between

  royal regular troops and colonial militiamen.




  Two years later, in 1711, Britain changed its mind again, and dispatched a major expedition of 4,300 troops and 4,000 sailors under Admiral Sir Hovenden Walker and General John Hill, the brother

  of Queen Anne’s closest confidant. The expedition reached Boston short of supplies, and was grounded on an offshore island to forestall desertion by the harshly disciplined, poorly-paid British soldiers into the rich, beckoning lands of America.




  To Admiral Walker’s fury, the people of Boston immediately tried to impose an extortionate rate of exchange upon them, and refused to provision them except on established credit or for

  cash. He wrote angrily, ‘The demands upon exchange, and the prices for provisions, and other necessaries for the fleet and army in New England were very exorbitant and excessive; but …

  we were obliged to comply with them, they being resolved to make an advantage of our necessities.’




  The British command now became increasingly concerned that the colonists did not want the expedition to succeed. They found that locals were encouraging the troops to desert and seek employment

  in New England – which many did by slipping across to the town in boats. A British colonel remarked upon ‘the ill nature and sourness of these people whose government, doctrine, and

  manners, whose hypocrisy and canting are insupportable … till they are all settled under one government … they will grow every day more stiff and disobedient, more burdensome than

  advantageous to Great Britain.’




  Nor could the British easily find pilots to take them up the treacherous St Lawrence. Walker detected ‘A very great unwillingness in all the pilots, for going in that station aboard the

  men of war, alleging in general, their incapacity for such a charge, and the long time since many of them had been up that river. Others complained of the hardship of compelling them against their

  wills …; and several of them named others that would do better in their steads.’ But at last, on 20 July, a huge expedition set off: 12,000 men aboard the fleet, and 2,000 overland to

  Montreal. Walker moved his ships as fast as he could: he was terrified of being trapped in the St Lawrence by autumn ice, which would condemn his men to die of starvation in the glacial wastes of

  Canada.




  On the fateful night of 23–24 August, however, breaking waves were suddenly sighted and eight ships went aground, with a loss of 900 British soldiers and sailors

  – although no Americans. Walker hurriedly decided to abandon the venture – a remarkably timid decision given the size of the force of around 11,000 men still in his command. The

  overland expedition was called off as well. The whole enterprise had proved a total failure, and the colonists derided the British.




  After these hostilities had ended, the people of New Hampshire were not to experience the threat of war again for a third of a century, until France joined Spain in its wars

  against Britain. The main threat to the northern colonies then came from French privateers based at Louisbourg, 600 miles to the north of Boston. The New Englanders, under the governorship of

  William Shirley, conceived the idea of their own expedition in 1745 to protect their ships with the assistance of British forces. On 24 March, 52 ships carrying 2,800 militiamen under William

  Pepperell set sail, and the British agreed to send naval support under Commodore Peter Warren. The two men were surprisingly cordial in their relations with one another.




  While preparing a massive assault on Louisbourg, they were greeted with news of its surrender. The two commanders then competed to get into the town first, but wrote respectfully of each

  other’s forces to the Prime Minister, the Duke of Newcastle. Warren said that the colonists




  

    

      have the highest notions of the rights, and liberties, of Englishmen, and indeed are almost levellers, they must know when, where, how, and what service they are going upon,

      and be treated in a manner that few military bred gentlemen would condescend to, but if they do the work in which they are engaged, every other ceremony should in my opinion be winked at.


    


  




  Pepperell wrote that




  

    

      Nothing could have contributed more to the success of his Majesty’s arms, than the command of the squadron being given to a gentleman of

      Commodore Warren’s distinguished character: he is of such a disposition as makes him greatly beloved by the people in New England, and in the colonies, in general.


    


  




  But trouble was brewing at a lower level. Under the terms of the surrender, the American militia were denied the opportunity to plunder Louisbourg; meanwhile, on arriving at the port,

  Warren’s army helped itself to £500,000 worth of French prizes. Fistfights broke out between the American soldiers and British sailors. To the Americans’ dismay, they were ordered

  by the British to remain on the island thorugh a long and bitter winter: some 900 perished.




  The colonists of the South had more reason to feel dependent on British soldiers than most: the threat to them both from the local Indian populations and from the Spanish in

  Florida was all too real. In 1732 the southernmost colony of Georgia had been founded under a British officer, James Oglethorpe, with a regiment of regular soldiers at his disposal. Seven years

  later war broke out between Britain and Spain. Oglethorpe eagerly seized the chance to attack the Spanish settlement of San Agustin, 150 miles south of Georgia’s capital of Savannah.




  In 1740 Oglethorpe assembled a force of his own regulars, a detachment of troops loaned by South Carolina under their own commander, Colonel Alexander Vander Dussen, some Georgian militia and

  Indians, and a small squadron of the Royal Navy. Approaching San Agustin from the south, the South Carolinians believed they could attack before the Spaniards realized what was happening. The much

  more cautious British commander refused to do so.




  The bold South Carolinians now proposed a night attack using boats from the British naval squadron to capture six armed galleys the Spaniards had positioned across the harbour to protect the

  fortress and town of San Agustin. The British naval commander balked at the proposal, saying the operation was too risky. The ships then had to move off the coast in a storm,

  and Spanish supply ships were able to sneak in with food and arms for the beleaguered garrison. The British naval squadron returned and decided it had had enough.




  After several weeks’ siege the South Carolinians wanted to attack but were as astounded as the Spanish in San Agustin when Oglethorpe gave the order to withdraw. This stirred up a

  considerable outcry in the southern states, the Americans blaming the British for their lack of boldness, if not outright cowardice, in this expensive fiasco.




  In the same year as the shambles at San Agustin, the British had been preparing a massive military expedition against the Spanish in the Caribbean. With promises of generous spoils, the British

  recruited a volunteer American regiment, all from Virginian militias, under the command of the able and tested lieutenant-governor of Virginia, William Gooch. It was trained by British officers and

  sergeants, and was divided into 4 battalions and 36 companies, totalling no fewer than 3,500 men.




  In the autumn of 1740 they set off from Virginia for Jamaica, where, lacking sufficient accommodation on shore, they remained on board ship on spartan rations, only occasionally visiting the

  exotic island for women and drink, and picking up tropical diseases. The Americans on the expedition were treated with contempt. General Wentworth, the British commander, commented, ‘there

  are amongst ’em very good men, and some exceeding bad; they are very little acquainted with discipline, but if they prove, what they appear to be, men accustomed to fatigue, I am in hopes

  that they may do good service’. A navy captain observed that they were ‘blacksmiths, tailors, barbers, shoemakers, and all the banditry them colonies affords: insomuch that the other

  part of the army [the regulars] held them at scorn’. They were used for physical tasks, and to act as substitutes for the hardworking, miserably treated common seamen of the fleet.




  The British compounded this idiocy with one much greater: a plan to attack Cartagena, the Spanish Empire’s military stronghold in the Caribbean, guarded by one of the

  most impressive and well-built forts in the world. In March 1741, troops were landed near Cartagena and a night attack was mounted on a Spanish strongpoint guarding the approaches to the city. It

  failed miserably. Wentworth remarked on ‘the wretched behaviour of the Americans, who had the charge of the scaling ladders, working tools, etc., which they threw down on the first approach

  of danger, and thereby occasioned the loss of the greatest part of ’em’.




  In mid-April the British gave up the assault and re-embarked for Jamaica. Not until August 1742 did the expedition reach the island, many of the Americans aboard having done no more than menial

  work for the navy, which had treated them cruelly, and having no spoils of war to show for their dreadful experience. A significant number had died, while the rest returned with a dangerous mixture

  of hatred for the British and contempt for the abject military failure. The British officers, in return, considered the Americans undisciplined, greedy, cowardly and almost beneath regard.




  Three features stand out most strikingly from this desultory record of British military interventions in America during the century preceding the American War of Independence.

  First, the rarity of these actions. Second, except for the interventions in Massachusetts and New York at the end of James II’s reign, the British army intervened not against the colonists

  but to protect them from outside threats. It cannot be overemphasized that the colonies were virtually self-governing. With no troops at his disposal, the governor did not govern; he presided.

  There were no police actions, no large permanent garrisons and no intimidating manoeuvres; most of the time few regular soldiers were stationed in America at all – only the colonies’

  own militias, which existed to defend the territories in the west, and to keep order when necessary. The American War of Independence was to be less an attack on the British

  connection and its armed forces – which were scarcely in evidence – than an assault on the established order which used the ties with Britain as underpinning for its social and legal

  authority.




  A third factor common to these few interventions was that they left locals far from impressed by British arms. On the few occasions when British troops did appear, they inspired nothing but

  dislike and contempt in a rough-and-ready American militia used to irregular fighting over woods and mountains, and their commanders appeared timid and incompetent.




  As the first large-scale intervention by the redcoats in the colonies, the ‘French and Indian War’ furiously exacerbated the distrust between the wretchedly

  equipped militiamen and the drill-hardened troops of the King. But ordinary people, too, bitterly resented the army’s wartime attempts at recruitment; in particular the enlistment of servants

  infuriated propertied men. One pro-British Massachusetts lawyer observed, ‘if any native of the province enlists, the enlistment is critically examined, every imaginary flaw is made a real

  one, and the desertion of such a person encouraged. This is the popular temper, and the magistrates, always in some shape or other dependent upon the people, are in my opinion too complaisant to

  it.’ One employer complained that the British soldiers ‘stole into our plantations disguised like thieves in the dead of night, made our servants drunk, forced them to enlist and

  carried them off’.




  The problem of quartering was equally contentious. Although British soldiers during the Seven Years War were supposed to be quartered in public houses, which were to be compensated, there were

  far too few such places to accommodate the men. An officer remarked that the people make ‘no great difference between a soldier and a negro’. In response, the overbearing Scottish peer Lord Loudon, commander-in-chief of the British forces in America, treated the citizens of Albany, the capital of New York State, where most of the troops were

  to be quartered in winter, with lofty disdain. Loudon remarked that, ‘The practice has always been … that no house has been exempt from quartering the troops … and from this

  rule the people of the first fashion in England have not been exempted.’




  A thousand men descended on the inadequate public accommodation in Philadelphia, and local people were horrified at the prospect of putting some of them up in private houses. One specious

  objection was that




  

    

      We cannot conceive it … be thought advisable, to quarter the soldiers by force on private houses rather than by law on public-houses; and we apprehend that if the

      bought servants, which have been so lately taken from the King’s good subjects here, and no satisfaction made their owners, notwithstanding the Act of Parliament so expressly requires it,

      are now to be thrust into their houses, and made their masters, some commotions may arise, dangerous to the King’s peace.


    


  




  In the end, the soldiers sought shelter in a new municipal hospital, and resorted to constructing rudimentary barracks.




  In North Carolina soldiers were housed in a half-built church, farm buildings or tents, while the legislature made provision for extra firewood and blankets for the wretched, shivering troops.

  Thus were the ‘oppressors’ – actually come to protect the colonists – treated by the ‘oppressed’. One British commander exclaimed, ‘I am heartily tired of

  the eternal disputes which makes the service so disagreeable in America.’ At last a rough barracks was constructed.




  In Boston, Loudon had to threaten to take quarters by force before the Massachusetts legislature backed down and provided the army with accommodation. This was very different from the reception

  usually received by armies from the peasantry of Europe.




  The visiting army was also bombarded with endless litigation gleefully brought by the locals. Moreover, the local assemblies insisted on their authority to control the

  army’s activities. They argued that, as they paid for some of its provisions, they had the right to choose provincial commanders, to select military targets, to pick the location of forts,

  and to set limits on which local militias might serve alongside the regulars, and for how long. The British army found it almost impossible to requisition wagons and horses without coercion.




  However, when the militia served alongside British regulars in the war, they were subject to British military discipline, which was ferocious and implacable. Men could be shot, hanged or

  sentenced to 1,000 lashes for relatively small offences. Unsurprisingly, the Americans bitterly resented this, and deserted in droves. General Wolfe put it savagely: ‘The Americans are in

  general the dirtiest most contemptible cowardly dogs that you can conceive. There is no depending on them in action. They fall down dead in their own dirt and desert by battalions, officers and

  all. Such rascals as those are rather an encumbrance than any real strength to an army.’ Wolfe’s description notwithstanding, the militiamen learned from their experience.




  Another major long-term effect of the French and Indian War was the militarization of Americans on an unprecedented scale. It was precisely these trained militias that were to be so effective to

  the rebel cause in the American War of Independence. The very ‘rascals’ who most disliked British military discipline and traditions were drilled by the British in tactics and the use

  of weapons: the British had moulded their own future enemies.




  The Royal Navy was a further source of friction, far more acute and longstanding than the rare impositions of the army. The navy used American ports as staging posts to enforce the Navigation

  Acts, to police smuggling, and to protect local shipping. The Americans complained that the British were much more reluctant to perform the last task, with the risks it

  entailed, than to stop local shipping for contraband, while running protection rackets for their own ships running illegal trade. Even the British admiralty admitted that ‘The captains of his

  Majesty’s ships stationed in America have, of late years, taken a very unwarrantable liberty of lying in port with their ships for the greatest part of the time they have remained a[b]road,

  to the dishonour of his Majesty’s service and the disservice of the colonies for whose protection they were appointed.’




  The navy’s worst impositions were the press gangs – which, of course, were common to Britain’s seaports as well. The arrival of Royal Navy ships was often viewed with such

  dread that merchantmen, fearing their crews would be pressed into service, would keep away from ports, which affected local commerce. Men would frequently desert from Royal Navy ships, which would

  then have to resort to the press gang to bring themselves up to strength again.




  On one occasion at Boston in June 1741 Captain James Scott was besieged in his house by a mob of several hundred protesting at his impressment of men. According to one newspaper, the ship left

  ‘to the great joy of the inhabitants of this town, as well as the owners of vessels and sailors, having greatly stopped the free course of our navigation and prevented supplies from coming to

  town, by impressing men out of vessels inward bound, coasters and fishermen not excepted, for several weeks past.’




  In 1747 another ship in Boston, the Achilles, seized forty-eight young men and the town was plunged into three days of rioting. Naval officers had to flee to the governor’s

  residence, and the British even threatened to bombard the town. Only when Boston’s leading citizens called for a return to order did calm return. But the day the Achilles went,

  Samuel Adams, soon to be the colonists’ most vociferous spokesman against the British, issued ‘an address to the inhabitants of the province of Massachusetts Bay

  in New England, more especially to the inhabitants of Boston occasioned by the late illegal and unwarrantable attack upon their liberties, and the unhappy confusion and disorders consequent

  thereon’.




  Impressment was no small-scale matter, and levels increased sharply during the wars with the French. One night in New York no fewer than 800 were press-ganged – a quarter of the

  city’s adult male population. HMS Shirley pressed nearly 100 men in Boston alone. Boston’s riot was followed by others, such as the Newport riot of 1765 after five weeks of

  impressment. Benjamin Franklin was later to condemn impressment of locals because it ‘doth not secure liberty, but destroys it … if impressing seamen is of right by common law in

  Britain, slavery is then of right by common law there; there being no slavery worse than that sailors are subjected to’.




  It may seem surprising that none of the American leaders was to make much political capital out of the undoubted abuse that was impressment. To American revolutionary leaders, as to the American

  Establishment in general, the press gang was a customary way of manning ships which affected only the lowest levels of society – usually merchant seamen – not men of property. It was

  hardly viewed as an abuse at all. Yet to the class likely to be impressed it was a furious source of grievance. The seamen and harbour workers were to form a reservoir of dedicated support for the

  American cause, and hardly any took the British side during the War of Independence.




  A final important source of contention during the Seven Years War was the colonists’ whole-hearted violation of the British embargo on trade with their common enemy, the French. Amazingly,

  in a war in which the colonists were supposed to be fighting for their own survival against the French and the Indians, they were engaging in a hugely profitable contraband trade with the enemy.

  This completely frustrated the British blockade of the French coast and was viewed as downright treachery by the British. William Pitt was determined to stamp it out with his

  Atlantic fleets.




  Trade was carried on through supposedly neutral French entrepôts such as the Dutch island of St Eustatius or Danish St Thomas, or under a flag of truce. The supposedly

  ‘British’ governors of American states even connived in it. Governor William Penny of Pennsylvania made a financial killing out of selling his authorizations for flags of truce. One

  British captain observed twenty-nine American vessels using the free port of Monte Cristi in Spanish Haiti. British commanders sometimes sought to blockade American ports as punishment for this

  – preventing ships from leaving port, which also helped to depress prices for the British troops ashore – but this practice aroused intense American anger. It was sometimes hard to

  believe that the Americans were fighting on the same side as the British, much less that they were colonial subjects.




  By the end of the long-drawn-out war with France, the groundwork for the American Revolution had been laid: all the ingredients for the conflagration that began barely more

  than a decade later were present. Already the thirteen colonies, far from behaving as subordinate to British rule, considered themselves on an equal footing with the mother country. They had their

  own parliaments and political systems. They elected their own officials. They were English-speaking freemen – much freer, indeed, than many of their peers in Britain, where the upper and

  middle classes remained dominant, though comparatively small and exclusive. They provided their own defence forces and police.




  The British had sent no redcoats to suppress the colonies since the 1690s. When British soldiers had arrived, it had been to protect American borders in wars in the south, north or west. The

  nominally British state governors were usually in close political alignment with the men who ran the local legislatures. Theoretically, the British could crush rebellions in

  the colonies – but this was only a distant threat.




  Despite their virtual autonomy, the colonies derived several benefits from the British connection: protection from the French in the north and the Indians on their borders; privileged access to

  the greatest entrepôt in the world; protected sea routes using a British merchant fleet largely constructed from New England timber; a system of rights and privileges within which they

  fashioned their own society; above all, the model for a stable social order in which men were ranked by wealth and property, to an even greater degree than in England (where aristocracy and family

  connection counted for more). Why give up these privileges? America was already free in all but name, enjoying a status only slightly below that of a modern member of the British Commonwealth.




  But the ‘French and Indian War’ had eliminated the common enemy that made the Americans most reliant on British protection. For the first time in their history they had no need of a

  militarily strong ally. The war had armed and trained a large number of ordinary Americans, while simultaneously igniting a hatred against the arrogance and brutality of those who armed and trained

  them. What became known afterwards as the Seven Years War had completely transformed the American perception of themselves as a people incapable of defending their own territory without British

  assistance. The war nearly bankrupted both France and Britain, leading the former to retire hurt for several years and stoking up the fires of France’s own revolution. The war led Britain to

  embark on two disastrous attempts to get the colonies to pay part of the cost of defending themselves. Finally, it led to Britain’s apparent support for American Indian rights, which incensed

  the tough-minded settlers eager to expand into the American mid-west. It was not so much a dress rehearsal for the War of Independence as that conflict’s first act. In

  it were rooted the independence of the United States, the French Revolution, the establishment of the British Raj in India, and the collapse of the three-hundred-years-old Spanish Empire.




  Finally – and fundamentally – the Seven Years War led poor Americans and those with least stake in society to query the colonies’ social structure and the

  authority by which those who lived there were bound. The struggle for independence was indeed to be a revolution, for it was to start from the bottom, among the lower-middle-classes allied to the

  waterfront mobs of Boston, and the embittered soldiers and sailors who were to confront the staid social order.




  All that was needed was a spark to focus the hatred of those people – still a small minority – who felt suffocated by the tidy restraints of American society, their energies

  frustrated by a hierarchy they had not created and to which the majority of new migrants felt little loyalty. That focus was found when the British, out of understandable motives, decided to

  attempt to assert colonial authority over a people they had neither understood nor ever really controlled.
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  Stamp of Authority




  George Grenville, who became Britain’s Prime Minister in 1763, has been blamed as the man responsible for Britain’s loss of the American colonies, and has gone down

  in history as one of Britain’s greatest failures. Paradoxically, this intelligent, high-minded man represented a dramatic break with the corruption in which British politics had wallowed

  since the shrewd but venal Sir Robert Walpole had first invented the office of First Lord of the Treasury (Prime Minister).




  Grenville was the younger brother of one of the grandees and major political figures of the mid eighteenth century, Richard, Earl Temple, who treated George II with such contempt that the

  monarch flung directly at him the Order of the Garter he had been compelled to award. Grenville was a serious, principled man with an administrative bent, as well as being a highly effective

  orator. The brother-in-law of the greatest statesman of the age, the Great Commoner, William Pitt (who was married to Grenville’s sister Hester), he was not afraid to fall out with that

  towering figure, who, at his height, controlled the loyalty of the chattering classes and the mob alike.




  Able and utterly uncorrupt, Grenville was brought in to defuse the major political crisis arising from the new young King George III’s attempt to reassert the general prerogatives of the

  throne, nearly a century after James II had similarly tried without success. He followed the shambolic and controversial administration of the Earl of Bute, a didactic,

  schoolmasterly Scot, who had enjoyed immense power behind the scenes as the King’s tutor and who was widely, although probably wrongly, believed to be the lover of his mother.




  Bute had succeeded the Duke of Newcastle – a deeply corrupt, inarticulate but astute party manager who had run the country for much of the reign of George II and whom George III had been

  forced to recall when he dumped the overbearing William Pitt and brought to an end the years of war with France and Britain’s expansion of empire. Bute proved an immediate and universal

  disaster as Prime Minister, incapable of standing up to political fire, and the King was forced to bow to public opinion and compromise with a man who was neither corrupt – a condition of the

  King – nor a stooge of the court – a condition of Parliament.




  That man was Grenville, whose family ties with the Great Commoner might also have been expected to secure Pitt’s backing. However, Pitt resented any possible rival, and viewed even

  Grenville with jealousy – which led to an estrangement over American policy. Pitt had earlier described Grenville as ‘one of the very best parliament men in the House’, and

  another appraisal after his term of office sums up the character of the new Prime Minister.




  

    

      Calm, deliberate, economical, and attentive; steadfast to business, early and late; attached to no dissipations or trifling amusements; always master of himself, and never

      seen, either at White’s with the gamesters, or at Newmarket with the jockies. Regular and exact in his family, and discharging, in the most exemplary manner, every social and religious

      duty. What is a labour and a fatigue to other men was his greatest pleasure; and those who knew him best in the management of affairs acknowledge that his discernment, capacity, and application

      were quick, enlarged, and indefatigable.




      No minister was ever more easy of access, or gave a more patient or attentive hearing to such as applied to him, and though he entered upon the management of affairs at

      the most critical conjuncture, with many and great prejudices on certain accounts against him, yet his steady, upright, and able conduct had conciliated the minds of men to him; and nothing,

      perhaps, could give the wiser and more rational part of mankind better hopes, and better expectations, than to see a man of these distinguished abilities, of this unwearied attention, and of

      this unblemished integrity, again serving his country, in one of the highest and most important offices of state.


    


  




  Edmund Burke was famously to say:




  

    

      He thought better of the wisdom and power of human legislation than, in truth, it deserves. He conceived, and many conceived along with him, that the flourishing trade of

      this country was greatly owing to law and institution, and not quite so much to liberty; for but too many are apt to believe regulation to be commerce, and taxes to be revenue.


    


  




  The very first crisis that confronted Grenville’s ministry arose out of the smouldering embers of the Seven Years War. In 1761 the British Board of Trade, responsible for

  managing the colonies, had decided that all grants of land must come from its own officials, not from the governors, who were viewed as too much in the hands of local interests. This had little

  effect in stopping the western seepage of the frontiersmen to seize territory from the Indians, which was often accompanied by extreme brutality on both sides, with the settlers gaining the upper

  hand.




  In May 1763 Chief Pontiac of the Ottawa led a full-scale rebellion against the incursions, attacking British forts between Lake Superior and the lower Mississippi, capturing forts and laying

  siege to Detroit, as well as ravaging settlements in Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania and killing hundreds. Fort Pitt came under bitter siege, and was relieved only with

  great difficulty by British troops under Colonel Bouquet. To Britain’s intense relief, the southern tribes failed to join the rebellion, and the Iroquois in western New York State were

  persuaded to keep out of it, but it was nevertheless the biggest Indian threat to the colonies since their founding. It marked a fateful turning point for British–American relations.




  Grenville concluded that the cause of the rebellion had been the land rush and the greed and brutality of the settlers, and in 1763 he obtained a royal proclamation closing off the land west of

  the Appalachian mountains and the Mississippi river to white migration. But the hardy, impoverished, self-sufficient pioneers who looked to Britain to defend them were not disposed to obey British

  orders to stay out of Indian lands. They included participants in the Ohio Company, possessed of a royal charter giving them rights to 200,000 acres of land, and among them was the young George

  Washington. The shareholders discovered that squatters and fur traders had already moved into the disputed territory and were refusing to move, which undercut the Company.




  Despite the attempts of the border garrisons to stop them, the white settlers of the north and the west took full advantage of the French–Indian defeat to move westward over the Potomac

  and seize territory, as well as the valuable fur trade and other commerce coming across the mountains. In the Kanawha valley, the farmers driven out by the Indians in 1763 passed back over the

  mountains in 1764 and 1765. The migration continued into western Virginia, Maryland and western Pennsylvania, as though no Proclamation Line had ever been announced. Meanwhile, the proclamation

  itself had stirred up immense resentment against the mother country among the whites. Grenville’s policy was undoubtedly humane and respectful of moral rights and justice for the original

  inhabitants. Unfortunately, it was also unworkable.




  The border problem confronted Grenville with another acute problem. It was clear that a strong army was needed to guard the American West, to protect both native Americans

  and settlers against each other. The Bute government had already decided in principle to send one, with the support of the King, who was reluctant to disband loyal army units after seven years of

  war. Grenville accepted the logic – fatefully, in view of the extreme unpopularity of British soldiers among both the American militias and the ordinary people they had encountered. Yet there

  seemed to be no alternative: the militias were in no shape to police the colonies and the increasingly anarchic and dangerous border separating the races.




  Just as the land problem had led to the controversy over a standing army, so this army now posed another question: Who was to pay for it? The British, whose treasury had been bled dry by the war

  with France? Or the Americans, who stood to benefit and in whose defence it was being set up – or so the British believed? Americans, on the contrary, saw it merely as a police force to

  protect the Indian tribes against them now that the French threat had been removed – a point the British either failed to appreciate or considered actually gave them a moral obligation to

  intervene.




  Thus the real spark for the American War of Independence was to be the right of settlers to go on pushing westward at the bloody expense of the Indians – which led to the decision to send

  in a British standing army and to tax the Americans to pay for it. Not surprisingly, American writers were later to prefer to concentrate on the taxation rather than the land grabs across the

  Appalachians as the catalyst of discontent; but the latter were the first link in the chain of causation.




  The British were in fact prepared to pay more than £100,000 of the £200,000 cost of maintaining twenty battalions on the American mainland and in the West Indies. But the logically

  minded Grenville found it inconceivable that the Americans should not pay part of the cost of their own defence.




  After the long war against the French, Britain’s national debt stood at nearly £123 million (which by one estimate amounts to some £50 billion in

  today’s terms), and within two years it would stand at £137 million. Taxes in Britain were at punitive levels: there were levies on houses, windows, offices, carriages, spirits,

  newspapers, sugar, linen and – affecting particularly the poor – beer and tobacco. Rioting in Exeter against a cider tax in May 1763 was a clear warning that the limits had been

  reached.




  Grenville’s reasoning is hard to fault. But he failed to take into account the perceptions of the people he was dealing with across the Atlantic. The Proclamation Line

  and the stationing of a standing army along it infuriated a large number of Americans – in particular, frontiersmen and former members of the militia. The issue of taxation angered the

  American middle and upper classes – for historically America had been taxed very little, and then only by the local assemblies. The only taxation previously levied by the British was in the

  form of customs duties.




  To the British government it was unacceptable that Britain’s American subjects not only had taxes levied upon them at a lower rate than the British themselves, while enjoying the

  protection, laws, and commercial advantages of the Empire, but now expected the British taxpayer to pay the full cost of policing the western border. The Stamp Act of 1765 required a number of

  items, including wills, newspapers, calendars, pamphlets, playing cards, dice and college degrees, to obtain an official stamp in return for a small exaction. But to many wealthy Americans the

  Stamp Act was simply the establishment of a precedent whereby the British could gradually introduce a regime of taxation into the colonies.




  Taxation, of course, is a hallmark of the modern state, and is viewed with most hostility by the propertied class, which stands to lose most by it. The Stamp Act was viewed with special

  hostility because it imposed an ‘internal’ duty and because, by taxing so many transactions in America, it hit the middle classes as much as the rich.

  Whitehall’s choice of such a tax had been dictated by the practical difficulty of laying any other on America, where customs duties and tariffs were evaded as a matter of course.




  The Stamp Act followed a series of lesser revenue-raising measures by the Grenville ministry, most of which were a tightening of existing legislation, rather than the introduction of new taxes.

  Chief among these measures was the Sugar Act of 1764, which halved the (almost completely avoided) tax of sixpence a gallon on foreign-produced molasses imported into America, but sought to enforce

  it rigorously. The trade in molasses was huge and underpinned the lucrative rum industry in the colonies. American anger was understandable, especially when a squadron of British warships was sent

  to enforce the order.




  Americans began to complain of other grievances: Whitehall’s decision to insist that the Virginia legislature seek Privy Council approval before passing a particular law; new powers

  awarded to British customs and excise officials in Massachusetts to break into homes and search for smuggled goods; an order allowing the King to revoke judicial appointments; vigorous

  proselytization by Thomas Secker, Archbishop of Canterbury, of the Church of England in the colonies; and even enforcement of an act prohibiting the felling of pine trees in the colonies.




  The provisions to enforce the Sugar Act infuriated the unbureaucratic colonies. More goods were ‘enumerated’ for export only to Britain (although, as already pointed out, this was

  probably beneficial to the Americans). Cargoes had to be listed, and prosecutions for evasion could be brought before vice-admiralty courts, where no sympathetic colonial jury would be sitting in

  judgement. With his customary administrative zeal, Grenville ordered customs collectors to report to their posts or lose their offices. Many collectors, who lived in England while their deputies in America did the work, promptly resigned, and the new class of collectors from both sides of the Atlantic was far less disposed to be bullied by the colonists than its

  predecessors, leading to a spate of clashes between the new officials and Americans.




  In Newport, Rhode Island, a zealous customs schooner was actually fired upon by the town’s cannon in 1764. In the same port a customs collector, John Robinson, was seized by a sheriff and

  a mob and made to walk eight miles before spending two days in jail. Enforcement of the sugar tax particularly incensed American traders who were used to exchanging molasses for slaves from Africa.

  The New York Assembly indignantly protested at the Sugar Act as an ‘innovation’. It argued:




  

    

      An exemption from the burden of ungranted, involuntary taxes, must be the grand principle of every free state. Without such a right vested in themselves, exclusive of all

      others, there can be no liberty, no happiness, no security; it is inseparable from the very idea of property, for who can call that his own, which may be taken away at the pleasure of another?

      And so evidently does this appear to be the natural right of mankind, that even conquered tributary states, though subject to the payment of a fixed periodical tribute, never were reduced to so

      abject and forlorn a condition, as to yield to all the burdens which their conquerors might at any future time think fit to impose. The tribute paid, the debt was discharged; and the remainder

      they could call their own.


    


  




  Boston merchants organized a Society for Emergency Trade and Commerce. When rumours of the imminent Stamp Act reached America, a group of representatives and merchants was

  dispatched across the Atlantic to meet Grenville in May 1764. The Prime Minister was vague about his plans. The London-based Thomas Whateley, who actually drafted the legislation on

  Grenville’s behalf, did consult senior customs officials in America, as well as Jared Ingersoll from Connecticut, a deeply pro-British American later to be one of the

  victims of the protests. Ingersoll was unequivocal: he wrote in July 1764 that the minds of Americans




  

    

      Are filled with the most dreadful apprehensions from such a step’s taking place, from whence I leave you to guess how easily a tax of that kind would be collected;

      ’tis difficult to say how many ways could be invented to avoid the payment of a tax laid upon a country without the consent of the legislature of that country and in the opinion of most

      of the people contrary to the foundation principles of their natural and constitutional rights and liberties.


    


  




  In February 1765, just before the act was passed, Ingersoll joined Benjamin Franklin and two others upon the several weeks’ voyage across the Atlantic to press the case

  once more to the British Prime Minister. They were received cordially, and argued that only the colonies could tax themselves – otherwise the British government would be in dispute with

  elected local assemblies. Grenville dismissed the objection as exaggerated, and turned the tables by asking how much each assembly would contribute towards the cost of America’s defence.




  The colonists had no answer to this, because they had never considered it: they had made no plans to raise the necessary taxes by themselves. But, in spite of the fury of the frontiersmen, they

  made no objection to the stationing of British garrisons in America – the cause of the extra expense. Thus their objection was less to the principle of being taxed by a parliament in which

  they were not represented than to being additionally taxed at all – otherwise they would have brought proposals for self-taxation to the table.




  A few days later, on 23 March, the Stamp Act was brought before the House of Commons. In a famous exchange, Charles Townshend, one of Britain’s most brilliant, if erratic, young

  politicians, asked, ‘And now will these Americans, children planted by our care, nourished up by our indulgence till they are grown to a degree of strength and opulence,

  and protected by our arms, will they grudge to contribute their mite to relieve us from the heavy weight of that burden which we lie under?’




  The colonists’ foremost champion in the chamber, Colonel Isaac Barré – son of a French refugee, and the man who first coined the term ‘sons of liberty’ in this

  speech – replied:




  

    

      They planted by your care? No! Your oppressions planted ’em in America. They fled from your tyranny to a then uncultivated and inhospitable country – where they

      exposed themselves to almost all the hardships to which human nature is liable, and among others to the cruelties of a savage foe, the most subtle and I take upon me to say the most formidable

      of any people upon the face of God’s earth. And yet, actuated by principles of true English liberty, they met all these hardships with pleasure, compared with those they suffered in their

      own country, from the hands of those who should have been their friends.




      They nourished up by your indulgence? They grew by your neglect of ’em: as soon as you began to care about ’em, that care was exercised in sending persons to rule over ’em,

      in one department and another, who were perhaps the deputies of deputies to some member of this house – sent to spy out their liberty, to misrepresent their actions and to prey upon

      ’em; men whose behaviour on many occasions has caused the blood of those sons of liberty to recoil within them; men promoted to the highest seats of Justice, some, who to my knowledge

      were glad by going to a foreign country to escape being brought to the bar of a court of justice in their own.




      They protected by your arms? They have nobly taken up arms in your defence, have exerted a valour amidst their constant and laborious industry for the defence of a country, whose frontier,

      while drenched in blood, its interior parts have yielded all its little savings to your emolument. And believe me, remember I this day told you so, that same spirit of freedom which actuated

      that people at first will accompany them still. But prudence forbids me to explain myself further. God knows I do not at this time speak from motives of party heat, what I

      deliver are the genuine sentiment of my heart.
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