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To the Sons and Daughters of America’s Revolution









INTRODUCTION
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The Great Revolution


Revolutions come and go. One could not even begin to calculate the number of revolts and revolutions in world history, or even in the modern era. So what’s another revolution?


In any case, was America’s War of Independence a revolution at all?


To listen to the leftist writers (the term “scholars” doesn’t seem applicable) whose interpretations dominate the teaching of American history, the Revolution was contrived by the wealthy. Howard Zinn asked, “Did ordinary white farmers have the same interest in the revolution as John Hancock. . . or the slaveholders or the bondholders? Not really.” Another Marxist writer, John Peterson, has praised the American Revolution, but only because “the Americans carried through the bourgeois democratic revolution on a scale never before seen in history.” A website called Knowledgenuts claims, “America’s Revolution Was Fought by the Poor, Not the Citizens.”


The Marxists can’t seem to make up their minds: was the Revolution fought by the poor or by the wealthy landowners for their own interests? But let’s not let logic stand in the way of a good Marxist rant. Not only are the leftist writers wrong, they can’t even tell a consistent story!


Other scholars—the ones who don’t hate America—have referred to the Declaration of Independence as “The Great Declaration.” We submit that it’s time to change the name of the American Revolution to “The Great Revolution,” for it, unlike any other, changed all of history for the good. America’s revolution was the first in history to assert that ordinary people could tell their leaders what to do, and not the reverse.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


The Anatomy of a Revolution by Crane Brinton (New York: Vintage, 1965) is a solid comparison and contrast of the American, French, English, and Russian revolutions.






 





Our revolution immediately became the model for many other revolutions—beginning with the flawed French Revolution. Yet America’s stuck and France’s did not. The American Revolution resulted in the foundation of a stable and prosperous republic. Elsewhere, revolutions were followed by countless other revolutions, coups, and wars. The only major issue the American Revolution left unresolved—the full application of the phrase “all men are created equal” to slaves in America—was resolved in the Civil War. As bloody as that was, the U.S. government never stopped functioning, and the U.S. Constitution never ceased operating. Indeed, the ultimate result of that Civil War was to apply the rights guaranteed by the Constitution and the Declaration’s bold statement that “all men are created equal” to all.


America’s revolution was different from the outset. America supplied the world with the blueprint for a citizen revolution, but non-Americans were lacking the necessary traditions and foundations for such a revolution to succeed.


France needed five tries—interspersed with a restoration of the monarchy and two dictatorships—to get a functioning republic without fatal flaws. Germany had its republic fail grotesquely and completely. Many other “republics” in Latin America and Africa did not even get off the ground. So-called “democracies” and “republics” in Africa are as distant from the rule of the people—the basis of a republic, or res publica—as one can get.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


A Patriot’s History of the Modern World, Vols. 1 and 2 by Larry Schweikart and Dave Dougherty (New York: Sentinel, 2012–13) lays out the “four pillars” of American Exceptionalism.









Exceptional


What made the American Revolution different? In The Anatomy of a Revolution Crane Brinton tried to find a common thread among the American, French, English, and Russian revolutions, but he had to admit that the American Revolution was different—it never went through a truly violent stage like those that infected all the others—leading him to conclude that the American Revolution wasn’t a revolution at all! In fact, it was, but it differs dramatically from all of the other revolutions because America differs dramatically from all other nations.


The United States is unique, exceptional. Many today shy away from the phrase “American exceptionalism,” finding it jingoistic, but it is the reality. American exceptionalism rests on four pillars found nowhere else—at least not going back to the origin of any other country: 1) a Protestant religious foundation; 2) the common law; 3) private property with written titles and deeds; and 4) a free market economy. England had the last three traits, but not true Protestantism. England was originally Catholic, and even when the Church of England broke away from Rome it was still a copy of the Catholic Church, with top-down governance. Germany had common law under the Germanic tribes, but not after Napoleon conquered Europe and installed civil law (if they had not lost it before then). Many of the Asian Tigers have free markets (more or less) and private property rights, but they have never had common law or the Christian religion. And on and on. Only America, from her inception, has had all four.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise by Thomas Doerflinger (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1986) documents the economic mobility in colonial Philadelphia.






 





So from the beginning the American people had both a religious and a political philosophy of bottom-up governance. That explains why British attempts to regulate trade and introduce new taxes and laws that even potentially threatened to allow top-down control of the American colonies were viewed with sheer terror and united the colonists immediately.


A Rich Man’s War? A Poor Man’s Fight?


A failure to appreciate the uniqueness of American origins leads to misunderstanding of the Great Revolution itself. Modern-day Marxists have blatantly distorted the events of 1776, portraying the American revolutionaries as driven by wealth and race. In their view, the Revolution was an attempt by the rich white guys at the top to protect their wealth. But colonial society was not as stratified as the leftists make out. A number of studies on colonial wealth have found that while inequalities did exist, movement between income levels was common and often rapid. People fell out of the top ranks routinely, and just as frequently others climbed up into them. So the concern about x percent of the population owning y percent of the wealth is misplaced—because the actual individuals who made up the x percent were constantly changing.


To claim, on the other hand, that the brunt of the sacrifices of the Revolution was borne by the poor pretty much disregards the life stories of the fifty-six signers of the Declaration, all of whom were men of substance, and all of whom put their “Fortunes” as well as their “Lives” and “Sacred Honor” on the line when they signed the document. Virtually all of them paid a heavy price for their signatures: almost all lost land, many were forced to run for their lives during the war, many lost children or wives, and several ended up in desperate economic circumstances, even in debtors’ prison.


The impact of the American Revolution was immediate and worldwide. French intellectuals began to apply the concepts that had animated the American Revolution to their own situation immediately, and within forty years, Latin American republics would seek to copy the Americans’ experience. But none of these other revolutionaries understood the fundamental underlying basis for the long-term success of our revolution, and consequently it was inevitable that their own revolutions would not produce similar results.


France’s revolution was almost entirely class-based, and it involved a hefty dose of anti-clericalism. Whereas in the American Revolution it was the Presbyterian Church (more or less) vs. the Anglican Church, in the French Revolution it was the secularists vs. the Catholic Church. And lacking any long-standing constitutional framework, such as existed in the Americans’ 150 years of practicing common law and limited government, France quickly disintegrated into mobs and the guillotine. Likewise, Russia’s revolution pitted the secular communists against a monarchy—supported by a hodgepodge of not-communists—again, all without any experience of self-government (other than a short time in the ineffective Duma). But the original English revolution—popularly known as the English Civil Wars—which predated America’s, while involving its own share of bloodshed, nevertheless never saw the abandonment of the common law. The priority of the rule of law over the “divine right of kings” was finally ratified in the Glorious Revolution that installed William and Mary in 1688.


In the nineteenth and, more frequently, the twentieth centuries, revolutions repeatedly unseated monarchs, dictators, or colonial regimes, only to give birth to new dictatorships. In the first thirty years after de-colonization, sub-Saharan Africa saw sixty-four military coups. Were not many of these countries one-time colonies of England, like the United States? What happened? Unlike Britain’s American colonies, her African colonies were tightly controlled by colonial administrators and developed no practice of self-government. And few were Christian nations.


Even closer to home, however, the result was the same. Mexico, having kicked out the Spanish in 1821, first had an emperor, then a dictator (Santa Anna) who was ousted, then returned, then was overthrown and exiled, then returned again during the Mexican War, then was removed yet again. Mexico only remained “independent” for nine years until the French placed a puppet government in charge for a failure to repay debts. That government was in turn booted out in 1865. And on and on. Mexico saw constant turmoil until well into the twentieth century. The question, again, is why? And the answer, again, is obvious: Mexico, under the Spanish monarchy, had no history or habit of self-government. America had over 150 years’ worth of “benign neglect” from England under which to hone democratic skills. Nor did Mexico have the common law, or a Protestant tradition that supported the idea that the people were sovereign rather than a pope, king, emperor, or dictator.


None of the hundreds of revolts, coups, and overthrows in the African states has ever been called great. Not one inspired other peoples to seek their rights, nor did any serve as a model for anything other than corruption and failure. But America’s revolution did. What others pointed to, and attempted to emulate, was not the separation from England, but the aftermath—a stable, relatively peaceful country with regular exchanges of power not just between individuals who shared a similar worldview, but between factions and parties with substantially different ideas on how the American founding should be perpetuated.


What made all this possible began at Lexington in darkness, when a few shots “heard ‘round the world” gave British regulars a seemingly easy victory over their colonial cousins. Within hours, though, the British troops realized they had poked the bear, and hastily retreated back to Boston. From that point on, the War for American Independence became a struggle not just between two sides differing over who should be in authority, but between two different military strategies. For the Americans under General George Washington, the objective was simple: keep the army together and keep it alive. As long as Washington still had an army, the United States of America had hope. Thus Washington endured defeat after defeat, nearly losing the army entirely at Long Island; yet through the force of his will and the commitment of patriots he maintained its existence long enough to strike a surprise blow at Trenton on Christmas in 1776. Trenton became the revolutionary equivalent of Tet, the Viet Cong–North Vietnamese attack in 1968 that convinced the American media that the U.S. had lost the Vietnam War. It was perceptions that Trenton changed, not battlefield realities. Washington survived the winter, and while he lost Philadelphia, the following fall an American force largely consisting of militia cut off and defeated General John Burgoyne’s column at Saratoga, persuading the French to join the war effort on the side of the Americans.


In the American South, the British capture of Charleston in 1780 marked a low point, but was hardly a fatal blow. Nathanael Greene maintained a Patriot military presence in the South until Americans could crush a Tory army (made up of colonists loyal to Britain) at the Battle of King’s Mountain (1780) then, under Daniel Morgan, defeat a mixed British-Tory force at the Battle of Cowpens (1781). These victories led up to the Yorktown campaign, where, with the assistance of the French navy, the Patriot forces surrounded Lord Cornwallis and forced his surrender.


Leading up to and alongside these victories, though, Patriot forces took a consistent beating. After the first battles in Massachusetts the war went through five major campaign phases—though several of them overlapped: 1) The unsuccessful American invasion of Canada; 2) the American defeats at Long Island and New York; 3) the pursuit of the Americans by the British through the “middle colonies” and American victories at Trenton and Princeton, followed by Washington’s stalking the British around Philadelphia, and the great American victory at Saratoga; 4) the Southern campaign; and 5) the climactic Yorktown campaign. Each of these phases involved profound misperceptions and underestimations by both sides: the Americans badly misunderstood their Canadian cousins as being willing allies. While the Americans were losing, the British underestimated the ability of the colonial forces not only to survive, but to “train on the run”; they underestimated Washington’s forces and their resilience and determination. The British also grossly overestimated the support of the Southern Tories and their ability to fight, or both. And Charles Cornwallis overestimated the ability of the Royal Navy to maintain a supply line and escape route out of Yorktown. Overall, the Americans were able to correct their misperceptions, while the British were not.


Washington had been flanked at the Battle of Long Island and lost two-thirds of his troops. He and his men constantly ran from larger British forces and had to winter in outdoor locations while the British lounged in Philadelphia and New York. (One joke ran that General Howe had not so much as captured Philadelphia as Philadelphia had captured Howe.) At Valley Forge, cold, starvation, and disease ravaged Washington’s small army. Yet he again kept it together. In the South, Greene’s army was defeated by Cornwallis at Guilford Courthouse, but dealt such heavy casualties to the British that it was a strategic victory.


Despite the critically important gains in the South, ultimately the war was about Washington and his army. Washington (the “indispensable man,” as biographer James Thomas Flexner called him) was the glue that held the Revolution together. Not only was he commander of the armies—though not without petty resentments from other generals—but he was the icon, the symbol of American resistance. If James Otis, Samuel Adams, and the Articles of Association drafted at the First Continental Congress were the sparks that ignited the Revolution—making possible Jefferson’s Great Declaration—and if John Adams and Benjamin Franklin were the kindling that gave it legal and philosophical sustenance at its beginning, Washington was the wood. And as long as the fuel remained, the fire burned.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Washington: The Indispensable Man by James Thomas Flexner (New York: Mentor, 1974).









Holy Fire


The Patriot troops came overwhelmingly from the ranks of Scotch-Irish, with perhaps as many as half the American forces at a given time being of Scotch-Irish stock. One cannot overemphasize the importance of the Presbyterian, Scotch-Irish backbone of the Revolution against not just the English, but the English of the Anglican Church. Many scholars have commented on the religious nature of the American Revolution, while often at the same time downplaying Washington’s own faith. But works by Peter Lilleback and William J. Johnson have shown beyond doubt that Washington himself was a devout Christian. That was yet another reason he was so necessary to the success of the “Glorious Cause.” If the American Revolution was not primarily about the kingdom of heaven, there is no doubt that religious faith—and religious tensions—played a central role in the motivations of the Americans.


In 1776, most Patriots believed that the Hand of God was creating America’s constitutional republic, and that the result would be a first in human history. Its creation would fulfill the Almighty’s design to establish Christian liberty, protected by civil government and formed by biblical principles. This belief was the fusion of two thousand years’ worth of Judeo-Christian religious and philosophical principles combined with Greco-Roman concepts of democracy and government. The American republic was to be something different, “something new upon the face of the earth,” in the words of historian Pauline Maier—an inspiration and challenge to the whole world. If the American republic failed, it would be because its people had failed God and rejected His government. The world would plunge back into darkness. It was all or nothing, and the Patriots must not fail. At least, that’s how Americans felt.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


American Scripture: Making the Declaration of Independence by Pauline Maier (New York: Alfred E. Knopf, 1998).






 





Given the precarious position in which the Patriot troops found themselves after the first defeats in New York, it was natural for Washington to complain about the militia. The difference between colonial militia and trained professionals was substantial, and had nothing to do with courage, but rather with tactics. The fighting style of professional British Redcoats involved staying in rank and moving to within range of the enemy before delivering a volley of concentrated fire (or sometimes two), then charging the weak spot of the enemy’s line with the bayonet. Colonial flintlock rifles or muskets—even when they outranged the reliable “Brown Bess” musket of the British Army—did not have an attachment for a bayonet, and thus after discharge at a rapidly approaching enemy the flintlock was at best a club. Moreover, colonial troops were not trained in using muskets for close combat, so that many abandoned the weapon altogether in favor of the tomahawk or the knife. Needless to say, the Redcoats were at an advantage in such a situation.


And there were other factors that limited the militia’s effectiveness. American units tended to elect their own officers. That meant that the officer had the support of his men, but often for reasons other than military acumen. Indeed, someone known to be economical with the lives of his troops might be quite popular, but a failure on the battlefield because of his unwillingness to take a difficult position and risk high casualties. Worse, militiamen were homebodies, extremely effective when fighting for their home turf, but completely unreliable on long-distance campaigns.


For these and other reasons, the militia—to Washington’s disgust—repeatedly broke and ran when placed in open fields facing solid lines of British bayonets. In fortifications, where they were not likely to be wounded in the legs (so that they could still count on getting away if they had to), they generally fought extremely well—at Bunker Hill, for example. But neither the militia nor the state troops assigned to the Continental Army were trained in European fighting maneuvers. So on top of evading a head-on conflict that could result in the army’s death or capture, Washington had to train his regular troops in basic military maneuvers as time and resources permitted between battles, and he had few drill instructors who knew their stuff. After the arrival of several Europeans, including Tadeusz Kościuszko and Friedrich von Steuben, training took on added vigor and began to show results. Even with the improvement of the Continental Army, however, the militia played a critical role in the war effort, especially at the victories over the Hessians at Bennington, Vermont, and Cornwallis’s energetic cavalry leader Banastre Tarleton at Cowpens.


What Are the Odds?


Contrary to some traditional patriotic American histories, the Revolution was a close-run thing. Patriot forces suffered extensive losses in numerous battles, and for every victory it seems there were often two or three equally disastrous losses. Even after the Patriot success at Saratoga in 1777, the chances of ultimate victory remained extremely slim.


Despite the extraordinary efforts of Washington, the sacrifices of his Northern troops, and the stunning victories in the South, the knockout blow required the assistance of the French: one can search history long and hard for French naval victories, and their defeats (Aboukir Bay, Trafalgar, and so forth) are well known. Yet the arrival of the French fleet under Admiral Francois Joseph de Grasse and his running fight with the Royal Navy culminating in the victory at the Virginia Capes damaged British prestige; and by preventing the British from reaching Cornwallis at Yorktown by sea, de Grasse allowed Washington and the French troops to force Cornwallis’s surrender, and put a nearly immediate end to British hopes for victory. In addition, French money and arms kept the Continental Army paid (irregularly) and supplied.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Logistics and the Failure of the British Army in America, 1775–1783 by Arthur Bowler (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016).






 





With the loss of Cornwallis’s entire army at Yorktown, the British government came to the realization that it could not win the war. Despite still having four intact armies in North America, England had seen three of its brightest professionals humiliated and two entire armies (plus the Hessian mercenaries) surrendered. And despite still holding major cities such as New York, Charleston, and Savannah, the British had not pacified enough of the countryside to venture out except in large numbers or with their Tory and Indian allies. Most of all, as new research by Arthur Bowler demonstrates, the Redcoats were simply ill-equipped to maintain a major effort in North America over such a long period of time: the British did not even have an organization capable of supplying the army until the war was nearly over, if then.


All these factors—Washington’s crucial role as a rallying point, timely victories by the Americans, the vast space that the British had to pacify, the assistance of the French, and poor British logistics—contributed to American independence. But then there was one more element that cannot be measured or proven: Divine Providence. Whether it was Washington’s escape from Long Island under a sudden fog, or his miraculous uninjured ride between two armies volleying at each other in broad daylight, or the brilliant timing of Thomas Paine’s immortal words, or France’s sudden change of heart, the United States had what has to be described by a secularist as extraordinary good luck—and by a believer as divine intervention.


The result was something the world had never seen: a nation of laws, with power surging from the bottom to the top, dedicated (as Abraham Lincoln would later say) to the proposition—for the first time in human history—that “all men are created equal.” Leftists and critics of America gleefully point to the fact that those words were not a reality, but paradoxically that is the point. Up to that point, no other people had ever uttered them, even as a desired goal. The Judeo-Christian tradition in which almost all of the founders were immersed emphasized the role of the covenant, a divine contract sealed by blood that could not be broken by man. America’s founding, and its Great Declaration, were in the minds of those founders part of that covenant, and while the promises of the contract were not fulfilled in 1776 or even 1876, they nevertheless were there all along to be seized by every American.









CHAPTER 1
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Revolutionary Road


Did you know?


[image: ][image: ] Even before 1700, local insurgencies in America had seized control of colonial governments


[image: ][image: ] One of the causes of the American Revolution was a tax cut


[image: ][image: ] The Battle of Alamance, North Carolina, over British taxes, preceded Lexington and Concord by four years


When did the American Revolution start? Many people—at least if they haven’t spent too much time in public school—would still say “in 1775 at Lexington and Concord.” Americans all used to know that on the morning of April 19, 1775, a column of seven hundred British soldiers marched on Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts. At Lexington Green, the van of about three hundred encountered about seventy militia, and shots were exchanged. No one has yet proven who fired first. The British, of course, claimed the colonials started it. But according to the colonial accounts, someone on the British side fired first. Since dawn was still a half-hour away when the first shot rang out, it’s no wonder that the accounts are in conflict.


This was the famous “Shot Heard ’Round the World,” the shot that began the American Revolution. But when did the Revolution really start?


It would not be unreasonable to claim that the American Revolution began almost the moment English colonists arrived in the New World. The British exploration program, to save money for the government, utilized “joint-stock” companies to settle America. English shareholders in London and other English cities purchased speculative interests in companies that they hoped would find gold or other sources of wealth in the New World. Especially at first, the stockholders did not make the trip themselves. Nor did British government officials. The English government issued charters that gave companies exclusive rights (monopolies) to settle, develop, and conduct trade with and within specific regions. Company officers and managers became the colonial government under the policy rex in abstentia (“the king in his absence”).


Colonial governors, even those later appointed directly by the king, were extremely limited in their powers. The policies they decreed could be and often were overridden by Parliament. In addition, the governors were thousands of miles away from Parliament and the king—and often even from regular British troops. Communication with Great Britain took months, even assuming that Parliament or the king’s ministers supported the governors’ policies and acted without delays. To deal with pressing issues, colonists quickly became accustomed to having councils—even representatives—that advised the governors. These colonial “assemblies” soon gained a great deal of autonomy.


The Rights of Englishmen


In 1619, Sir George Yeardley, the royally appointed governor of Virginia, met with his council and assembly according to the Royal Charter of Virginia (1606) that had guaranteed the colonists full rights as Englishmen identical to those of Englishmen residing in England. This term had a clear significance: “the rights of Englishmen” had evolved and developed, been fought over and refined at great cost to English patriots over four hundred years, ever since the Magna Carta. In the London Company document creating the “general Assemblie”—with the consent of Parliament—there was a promise that after the colony and its government had been securely established, “No orders of our Court afterward shall bind [the] colony unless they be ratified in like manner in their general Assemblie.” This was nothing less than the elevation of the “general Assemblie” over the governor and even (although this would be tested) the Parliament itself!


While the Virginia colonists, though often religious, had not come to the New World primarily for religious freedom, the Pilgrims (Puritan separatists from Scrooby) had. Having been blown off course and arrived much farther north than their charter allowed, the Pilgrims agreed to the Mayflower Compact before they left the ship. This document pledged loyalty to the king, but the colony elected its own governor. The compact marked another step toward independence.


With both the Pilgrims and the Massachusetts Bay Puritans, another element of self-rule and representative government was built into the American system. The Puritans were religious reformers who strongly believed in “congregationalism,” in which local churches—not a larger church body or an individual like the archbishop of Canterbury or the pope—set doctrine. It was another instance of bottom-up governance in America, whereas England and Canada were both still either Anglican (England) or Catholic (Canada).


As the English colonists spread out from Virginia and Massachusetts, they took self-government with them. The 1639 Fundamental Orders of Connecticut, for example, has been called the world’s first written constitution. Almost all the colonies developed something similar.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Under the Cope of Heaven: Religion, Society, and Politics in Colonial America by Patricia Bonomi (New York: Oxford, 2003) shows that religion was as fundamental to the average life of colonial Americans as politics or finances were.






 





Moreover, from an extremely early date, these largely self-governing colonies began communicating with each other and even forming early multi-colony governments. In 1643, the New England Confederation of Massachusetts, Connecticut, Plymouth, and New Haven was created to defend against Indian attacks and incursions by the Dutch in New York. Although this confederation dissolved in 1686 when King James II revoked the colonial charters and established the Dominion of New England, the precedent for cooperation had been set. In England’s Glorious Revolution of 1688, citizens in Massachusetts rose up to overthrow King James’s governor, Edmund Andros, and temporarily restored self-government.
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What Was So “Glorious” about the Revolution of 1688?


Did you ever wonder how events get their names? The Revolution of 1688 placed a king (and queen) on the throne of England: William of Orange and his wife Mary. What was so revolutionary—not to mention glorious—about that?


In the Glorious Revolution common people—the representatives in Parliament, where most were not aristocrats—officially endowed a leader with power. Until that time, emperors, kings, and queens had been “ordained” to rule by birthright, reigning by “the divine right of kings.” Now commoners were in essence placing the crowns on the heads of William and Mary. It was bottom-up, not top-down governance.


William and Mary re-established English control over the American colonies, but the notion of unified colonies acting apart from England did not go away. In 1697 William Penn introduced a “Plan of Union” for the American colonies, citing Indian attacks and the inability of the British government to provide effective defense. (A number of wars pitting the English against the French and their Indian allies followed, culminating in the French and Indian War of 1754–63 that evicted France from North America until Napoleon recovered Louisiana from Spain.) Penn’s plan called for Boston, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and Carolina to send two representatives each to a council meeting each year. The king’s commissioner would preside over the meeting, but this constituted an attempt to form a North American legislative body equal to Parliament.









Pulpit of Democracy


By 1700, local insurgencies had already seized control of colonial governments a number of times. Occasionally—as with Leisler’s Rebellion in 1689–91—the instigator paid with his life, but in other instances the perpetrators were pardoned. Governing English Anglicans and Puritans (plus a good number of Quakers) was proving difficult enough, and then, from 1710 to 1775, some two hundred fifty thousand Presbyterians from Ulster and other parts of Ireland arrived in America seeking to escape political, religious, and economic persecution. These Scotch-Irish had a much different worldview from the Anglican English, and it colored everything, from how they farmed to how they fought.
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Fiercely Independent


The Hearts of Steel, or Steelboys, was a movement active in Ulster (Northern Ireland) from 1769 to 1773 against steeply rising rents and the resulting evictions that were causing families great suffering. Composed almost exclusively of Presbyterians, the Steelboys won a preliminary battle at Gilford, County Armagh, where they had mustered an army of almost five thousand men. But soon they faced veteran British troops, who hunted them down unmercifully, triggering the final large Scotch-Irish wave of emigration to America from 1772 to 1775, estimated to have been as high as forty thousand people. To call these Scotch-Irish anti-English would be a massive understatement, and they had large families. Two of these Scotch-Irish immigrants were James Dougherty and his wife Jane, whose marriage in the Presbyterian Church was not recognized by British authorities. James went with Arnold to Quebec in 1775, was captured, ultimately enlisted in the Twelfth Pennsylvania Regiment, fought at Trenton and Princeton, was transferred to the artillery for other battles, then became one of Washington’s Lifeguards. He served in the Continental Army until it disbanded in 1783. Dougherty was the great-great-great-grandfather of author Dave Dougherty.






 





These Scotch-Irish proved to be the backbone of the Revolution, and especially of the Continental Army, including such generals as Hugh Mercer, “Mad” Anthony Wayne, Richard Montgomery, John Stark, Daniel Morgan, and Henry Knox, to name just a few. A third or even as many as half of the Continental troops were Scotch-Irish—going by the estimates of British General James Robertson and Joseph Galloway, who served in the Continental Congress. On the other side, up to one-third of the British forces may have been Catholic Irish and Scots. Many English saw the rebellion as little more than a Scotch-Irish revolt: Horace Walpole jibed that “our American cousin has run away with a Scotch-Irish parson.” George Washington attested to the high number of Scotch-Irish in his ranks.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


The Pulpit of the American Revolution, or the Political Sermons of the Period of 1776. With a Historical Introduction, Notes, and Illustrations, 2nd ed., John Wingate Thornton ed. (Boston: D. Lothrop & Co., 1876) covers important and influential sermons from 1750 to 1783, attesting to the role of religion in the Revolution.






 





Scotch-Irish, unlike many of their colonial brethren, were not fighting for “the rights of Englishmen.” They were motivated by the same hatred of England that would later inspire the Irish to rebel against English rule. In fact, revolutionary ideals crossed back to Ireland from America rather than coming here from Ireland. In America, the fusion of hatred for England and the love of revolutionary ideas led the Scotch-Irish to emphasize allegiance to church more than to any secular government. And the Presbyterian Church was stridently for American independence, more so than any other denomination.


Then there were the Germans, who mostly settled in the Shenandoah Valley and Pennsylvania, where by 1775 they made up a third of the population. Many were members of pacifist sects such as the Dunkers or Mennonites, but the majority were Lutherans. One thing they had in common with each other—and their Protestant neighbors—was that they were familiar with both persecution from government-supported churches and congregational governance.
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Fun Fact


The “Pennsylvania Dutch” were not from Holland, but Germany. The word Dutch is really an Americanization of “Deutsch,” the German word for German.






 





In short, the religious and ethnic origins of most colonial Americans meant that they had no trouble bucking authority, speaking their minds, and exercising self-government in both political and religious spheres. Historian Robert Middlekauff put it this way: “Religion shaped culture [and] the churches in the colonies differed from one another. But beneath the surface their similarities were even more striking—a governance so dominated by laymen as to constitute a congregational democracy. . . .” They began to connect the dots between their faith and their politics, feeling that both should begin with the individual, not the state.


Egged on by these new arrivals, British Americans began exercising a growing level of home rule. The Albany Congress of 1754 debated Benjamin Franklin’s Albany Plan of Union, which would have created an association of eleven colonies, headed by a colonial assembly and a president appointed by the crown. But the individual colonies were too independent for that step, and rejected it. Nevertheless, the Albany Plan reveals that Americans were already thinking in terms of a united America under the rule of their own representatives—twenty years before the Revolution.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


The Glorious Cause: The American Revolution, 1763–1789 by Robert Middlekauff (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007) emphasizing the long build-up to the Revolution, is one of the fairest and most comprehensive one-volume treatments of the American War of Independence.






 





Most British Americans, including even many of the “low church” Anglicans, also held an abiding belief in providential order and progress and saw themselves as a growing, prosperous, self-governing people. This represented yet another major element of the Americans’ character: they brought with them—and greatly developed and expanded—the Whig view of history as a progress from authoritarianism and ignorance to enlightenment and self-rule. They not only hoped but confidently expected that the future would see increasing limitations on the state’s power over its citizens.
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Wait, Is That a Whig?


In the wake of the English Civil Wars, the restoration of the monarchy, and the Glorious Revolution of 1688, England had seen the rise of a political theory called “Whiggism.” Whig theory was well developed in the writings of John Locke. Whigs believed in individual liberty and limitations on the monarchy (and later, on Parliament as well). They believed that “balanced” government—in which the king and his ministers were checked by the Parliament’s power of the purse—was necessary to maintain liberty. Whigs saw corruption and despotism as inevitable results of an overactive state, which would necessarily begin to restrict men’s liberty.


Most Americans were Whigs (in the original English sense, not to be confused with the Whig Party of the 1830s). They sought limitations or “checks” on the executive and legislative powers, but thought the legislature was less prone to tyranny since it was more easily controlled through elections.






 





So America was primed for a revolution. But what events actually sparked the War of Independence? The first causes long pre-dated the Revolution, including the Navigation Acts, first passed in 1651. These laws were regulatory, designed to maintain economic balance (and dependence) within the empire. The most onerous feature of the acts for colonial Americans was that all trade to and from the colonies was restricted to Great Britain and her dominions. Trade between Boston and the nearby Dutch colony of New Amsterdam (New York), for example, was forbidden. The British monopoly led to high prices. To add insult to injury, colonists paid taxes on those overpriced goods as determined by the House of Commons although the colonists had no representation in Parliament.


In addition, the Navigation Acts, destined to be in force throughout the British dominions until the 1840s, contained various subsidies (often called bounties) and taxes on all colonies, each specific bounty or tax intended to encourage or discourage production of certain goods or crops. For example, England wanted the West Indies producing sugar, so West Indian sugar was subsidized. England did not want the West Indians growing cotton or tobacco (even if those crops could grow in the West Indies), but rather than outright prohibiting such activities, Parliament taxed them. Meanwhile the American South was prompted to grow rice and ship indigo, both of which received bounties, but to refrain from growing sugar, which was taxed. According to historian Bernard Bailyn, for over a century the response from the Americans (and everyone else) was to willingly comply. But in light of the other main event that converged with the Navigation Acts to cause the American Revolution, that would soon change.




 








[image: ]







[image: ]









A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


The New England Merchants in the Seventeenth Century, revised ed., by Bernard Bailyn (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979).






 





That other cause was the French and Indian War, which saddled England with both a huge war debt and also the continuing costs to garrison North America. Britain would need to build forts and furnish troops in this new territory to hold the Indians in check and protect settlers. But except for a few garrisons in the northwest and at Fort Ticonderoga, England procrastinated, as such installations would cost money England did not have.


Pay Your Own Way!


Parliament’s solution was to make the American colonists pay for the cost of the French and Indian War and their own continuing defense. Accordingly, the American colonies would be subject to new taxes that did not apply to any other colonies. Even worse, the soldiers to watch the western borders and protect American settlers were generally furnished by the American colonists themselves through their militia organizations. British troops were held in reserve, mostly in a few isolated forts and major cities.
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Did a Tax Cut Cause the American Revolution?


In February 1767, Parliament reduced the taxes on land by 25 percent. This came to a revenue loss of five hundred thousand English pounds—all of which had to be made up somewhere. (Or, of course, services could have been cut, but governments never like to do that.) These tax cuts added even more pressure on Parliament to look to the American colonies for revenue, to make up the difference.






 





Americans felt, and quite rightly so, that they had provided their own security from the very beginning of colonial history, and even furnished substantial numbers of troops during the French and Indian War. England had suffered relatively few casualties other than through the military stupidity of British commanders, while colonist settlements and farms had paid a high price in blood in their own defense.


When Parliament first tried to make the colonies pay England for their defense, it was a disaster. The Stamp Act of 1765 required a stamp (accompanied by a tax) on documents for all business transactions (as well as for births, deaths, marriages, divorces, and even playing cards). This act affected every American colony equally, and the outrage was instantaneous. Below the surface was a concern that with taxing paper transactions as a first step, Bibles might be controlled and taxed next, and that this might lead to the imposition of Anglicanism on all the colonies. So there was a powerful religious component to the resistance to the act. Americans’ outrage was so great that a Stamp Act Congress was called, and representatives of nine colonies showed up. And even those colonies that did not send representatives were sympathetic: some had governors that forbade attendance, others lacked the money to send representatives.


The Stamp Act Congress proceedings were secret, and only sketchy journal information about the goings-on remains. Neither the House of Lords nor the House of Commons received the colonies’ petitions containing all the grievances, but both heard the message loud and clear, and Parliament repealed the Stamp Act. But standing on its authority, Parliament passed the Declaratory Act in which it reasserted its power to issue such acts “in all cases whatsoever.” Nevertheless, the colonists had forced Parliament to back down.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Origins of the American Revolution by John C. Miller (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1943) remains the classic non-progressive work covering the time from 1760 to 1776.






 





But a huge issue still remained. With the French gone, the west beyond the Alleghenies lay open for settlement, except there were Indians inhabiting much of the land. (The French had deliberately maintained a very light footprint with low population to perpetuate their fur-trading operations.) Any attempt at English settlement there would be resisted. In October 1763, therefore, King George issued a proclamation prohibiting colonists from settling in these new territories, and further prohibited any molestation of Indians in those lands. Theoretically, England was now in the position of having to protect the Indians against the American colonists.


Worse than the Indian issue, however, was the fact that the king’s governor in Quebec had been given authority to administer the western lands—an indicator to American Protestants that England was seeking to expand the power of Catholicism. In the Treaty of Paris that ended the French and Indian War in 1763, England had guaranteed the free exercise of Roman Catholicism in Quebec and the western lands—and done nothing to favor Protestantism.


Protests were immediate, especially by George Washington and other Virginians who had been promised western land for their military service. Parliament had to back down, adjusting the line westward through a number of treaties that opened much of Kentucky, West Virginia, and western Pennsylvania to settlement. But Protestant suspicions of British religious intentions continued to linger, and those suspicions would be confirmed in 1774 with the passage of the Quebec Act.
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It’s NOT the Economy, Stupid


Although it’s pretty much a dead issue among scholars now, just fifty years ago a number of Marxist and leftist academics claimed the American Revolution was all about the money—that the burden of the Navigation Acts was so heavy that the “rich white guys” who made up the merchant and planter class in the American British colonies had to fight or go broke.


This has been handily debunked. A bevy of scholars including Douglass North, Peter McClelland, and Robert Thomas have demonstrated that the Navigation Acts had negligible effects on the colonies’ economy. Thomas pointed out, for example, that while there were some burdens in the form of taxes and limitations on exports, there were also many benefits, especially from the presence of the Royal Navy to protect shipping and of the British regular forces to guard the colonists against Indian attacks and infringements on their territories by the Spanish. Moreover, American producers also received a number of subsidies from England for producing desired goods.


Thomas found that the tax burden of the Navigation Acts amounted to forty-one cents per colonist in 1770, but averaged over ten years it was even lower than that, possibly averaging twenty-five cents a year. Total burdens on all Americans were under $900,000 in 1770, or less than 1 percent of the colonial GNP. These numbers have been confirmed by other studies.


Who goes to war over a quarter? It’s abundantly clear that the Americans were not in revolt against the impact of British policies on their wallets, at least in the short term. What concerned them was the unrelenting nature and direction of the imperial policies, all enacted without any input from the colonists themselves.






 





Even before the French and Indian War, Parliament had already imposed a number of onerous taxes and regulations on the American colonists, including the Wool Act, the Molasses Act, and the Iron Act (the latter sharply increased American iron ore exports to England and limited American iron production). But those were regulatory taxes, meant primarily to shape patterns of trade in the British Empire. The Sugar Act of 1764 was for raising revenue. It attempted to achieve that goal by three different mechanisms: increasing customs enforcement, levying new taxes on many items that were widely consumed in America, and increasing old duties already in place. None of this was done with the consent of the Americans, leading James Otis to publish The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved, in which he claimed the “natural, essential, inherent, and inseparable rights of our fellow subjects in Great Britain.” Or, to put it more succinctly, “the rights of Englishmen.”


A War of Ideas


Otis, who had already spoken out against the abuses of the Navigation Acts, now argued against the Sugar Act, claiming several principles concerning the rights of citizens. In his words:


           • “The supreme and subordinate powers of legislation should be free and sacred in the hands where the community have once rightfully placed them. . . .”


           • “The supreme national legislature cannot be altered justly till the Commonwealth is dissolved, nor a subordinate legislature taken away without forfeiture or other good cause. . . .”


           • “No legislative [body] . . . has a right to make itself arbitrary . . . .”


           • “The supreme legislature cannot justly assume a power of ruling by . . . arbitrary decrees, but it is bound to dispense justice by known settled rules and by duly authorized independent judges. . . .”


           • “The supreme power cannot take from any man part of his property, without his consent in person or by representation. . . .”


Otis also argued that taxes could not be laid on the colonists without their consent.


Already low-level violence, such as the beating, tarring, and feathering of customs collectors, had been occurring for some time. Customs commissioners feared for their lives, several resigned, and many others did their jobs half-heartedly. In February 1770, a boy named Christopher Seider was killed by a customs agent. Mass protests with Boston meetings of up to five thousand people at a time ensued, and violence seemed inevitable.




 








[image: ]







[image: ]









A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


James Otis: The Pre-Revolutionist by John Clark Ridpath (Chicago: Union School Furnishing Co., 1898) is a good sketch of America’s forgotten “pre-founder.”









It’s a Massacre!


In March 1770, an incident over an officer’s private debt to a wigmaker’s apprentice led to a soldier striking the boy, and a crowd gathered quickly. Another officer with a half-dozen Redcoats arrived, muskets at the ready. The officers were pelted with rocks and snowballs, and one of the soldiers slipped, fell down, then stood and fired. Others then fired as well. Five civilians were killed. The pamphleteers went into action, decrying the “Boston Massacre.” Seeing the potential for a full-scale revolution, the British government wanted a trial, and after several Tories turned down the job, the Patriot John Adams took up the defense of the soldiers. Six were acquitted. Two were found guilty of manslaughter, but they were given a series of sentence reductions that finally reduced the sentence to the branding of their thumbs.


In North Carolina, the “Regulator” movement led to violence in May 1771. The Regulators were mostly Scotch-Irish who resented arbitrary property seizures for non-payment of taxes by officials of the crown as much in America as they had in Northern Ireland. Royal governor William Tryon dispatched a force of a thousand men to march into Orange County, where they found a Regulator army double their size. At the Battle of Alamance, Governor Tryon himself started the hostilities by shooting one of the Regulators who was negotiating for peace. After a two-hour battle they ran out of ammunition and melted away. Tryon hanged seven prisoners without a trial, and became the archetypal bloodthirsty British oppressor. Later he was appointed governor of New York and made a major general during the war. Tryon plotted to kidnap George Washington in 1776, carried on brutal raiding against women and children until 1780, and died peacefully in his bed in 1788.
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Fun Fact


Many North Carolinians consider the Battle of Alamance, rather than Lexington and Concord, to be the opening shot of the American Revolution, as the Regulator rebellion was triggered by British taxation policy.






 





In May of 1773 British Prime Minister Lord Grenville persuaded Parliament to pass the Tea Act. It eliminated the taxes paid by the British East India Company on tea transshipped through England and allowed the company to ship tea directly to America. The law was primarily intended to help bail out the struggling company. But undergirding the act was Parliament’s putative right to tax the colonists, who had no representation. If the colonists acceded to the Tea Act, they would be accepting the principle that Parliament could impose any taxes on them at any time without any say on their part.


Tea constituted a critical part of Englishmen’s diets, especially in America, where the surface water was mostly unfit to drink. People were consigned to drink ale, rum, or tea. Indeed, in America tea was not replaced by coffee until the 1850s. Thus the British government was meddling with everyone’s way of life. Excepting only Bible sales or printing, Parliament could not have picked a more unifying item to regulate.


American resistance was as swift and almost as widespread as with the Stamp Act. In New York and Philadelphia, tea was forced to be shipped back to England, and in Charleston, it was unloaded but left to rot on the docks. But in Boston, when no one would unload the tea, the royal governor refused to allow the ships to leave port with the tea still on board. What ensued was the famous Boston Tea Party in December 1773, organized by the resistance group the Sons of Liberty, who dressed like Mohawk Indians, boarded three East India Ships, and tossed some 342 chests of tea into the water. This was all prearranged: the captain of the Dartmouth allowed the “Mohawks” to board, open the chests—one lock was broken, and the captain was reimbursed—and dump the tea.


The Great Greenwich Tea Party


Following the Boston Tea Party, a number of other similar raids took place across the colonies—in York, Maine; in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and in Greenwich, New Jersey, at Cohansey Creek. There, the captain of the Greyhound, deciding it was too dangerous to unload cargo in the Delaware Bay of Philadelphia, had docked elsewhere, unloaded his tea, and put it in the cellar of Tory Daniel Bowen. Bowen expected to carry it overland to Philadelphia, but on the night of December 22, 1774, forty patriots dressed as “Mohicans” broke into Bowen’s house, took the tea to an open field, and set it on fire. Although many of the instigators were arrested, none was convicted. Few know of the “Great Greenwich Tea Party” because Sam Adams was not around to publicize it.


British reaction to the Boston Tea Party in particular was immediate and severe, partly because that was where England already had troops (and had experienced trouble) but also because there was a major pocket of the Sons of Liberty located in Boston. Parliament passed the Coercive Acts (known in America as the Intolerable Acts) that closed the port of Boston, limited assemblies, and allowed the governor to move trials for offenses committed in Massachusetts to England.


The Limits of Toleration


The British had, as modern Americans say, “stepped in it.” At every turn, they had ignored the concerns of the Americans, imposed laws without their consent that had the maximum negative impact anyone could imagine, and were even suspected of reigniting a religious war. It should have come as no surprise when a “gun grab” finally brought this simmer to a boil. Unfortunately, the British had decided to pick on colonists who were armed to the teeth.
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