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INTRODUCTION

DID YOU KNOW that Philadelphia was our nation’s first capital or that more men perished in prisons than in any battle during the Civil War? How about that a real estate investigation is what led to the discovery of Bill Clinton’s widely publicized affair?

No matter how much you know about American history, you’ll find that there’s always another fun fact to learn, and now The Great American Trivia Book gives you hundreds of quick tidbits of trivia to add to your repertoire. Whether you want to refresh your memory or just want a retelling that won’t cause you to nod off, this book takes you on an exciting journey through the nation’s most important moments. From Christopher Columbus’s theft of a crewmember’s reward to Richard Nixon’s Saturday Night Massacre to George W. Bush’s $40 million inauguration celebration, you’ll not only learn about what Americans have done throughout the years, but also the unbelievable facts surrounding these historical accounts. Filled with fascinating details and stories, this book gives you a glimpse into the events and legacies that have impacted our history from the birth of our nation to recent history.

So forget the dry details about presidents, declarations, and laws that you’ll find in other books, and dive into an unforgettable exploration of America’s past. With the indispensable facts in The Great American Trivia Book, you’re guaranteed to view the nation’s wild history in a whole new light!
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 A WHOLE NEW WORLD AND EARLY AMERICA

By the time Christopher Columbus sailed across the Atlantic Ocean, the civilizations on the American continents were already centuries old, so it makes less sense to say that Columbus discovered a new world than to say that he uncovered a very old one. But as you’ll find out from the following tidbits about American history, he was not even the first European to set foot in the Americas or the one to establish colonies in the New World. French explorers led some of these expeditions, and the English some others. In fact, some of their explorations occurred almost concurrently. This chapter will discuss what really happened during Columbus’s voyage and how those early explorers and settlers survived living in the New World in its first fledgling years.



IN HIS TEENS, Christopher Columbus sailed commercial routes between Genoa and other Mediterranean ports before voyages to the Aegean island of Chios (near what is now Turkey), England, the Portuguese island of Madeira, and Guinea (on Africa’s west coast).

_____________ [image: star] _____________

IT’S OFTEN BELIEVED that Columbus had to work hard to convince the king and queen, as well as his crew, that Earth was spherical rather than flat. However, at the end of the fifteenth century, the idea of a round world was not a new concept. Even some ancient Greeks like Aristotle were aware of Earth’s roundness.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

THE SEAFARER WAS commissioned with the promise that he would receive one-tenth of the profits from the expeditions, and he was granted titles, including “Admiral of the Ocean Sea,” viceroy, and governor of whatever lands he discovered.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

FERDINAND AND ISABELLA had promised that the first man to sight land would get a yearly pension of 10,000 maravedis (Spanish gold coins). A few hours after midnight on October 12, 1492, Juan Rodriguez Bermeo, a lookout on the Pinta, spotted what was most likely an island of the Bahamas, but Columbus claimed to have spied land first and collected the reward himself.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

COLUMBUS BELIEVED HE had found Asia when he landed in the Bahamas, but actually he’d miscalculated the distance, and a few other minor details. In fact, to say he misjudged would be an understatement. Some believe he underestimated Earth’s size by 25 percent. Many people, including Columbus, thought the oceans were far smaller than they really are and that the land masses were much larger. His crew wasn’t the least bit pleased that their journey took as long as it did. There were rumblings of mutiny.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

THESE EUROPEAN SETTLERS discovered not only a new land, but new ways of living and eating as well. For instance, the Arawak (in the Bahamas) and Taino (in the Caribbean) slept in hand-woven hamacas, or hammocks. Columbus’s men discovered a new diet of corn (maize), sweet potatoes, and red chili pepper, and they learned to grow squash, pumpkins, and beans. Then there was the botanical novelty the inhabitants smoked—tobacco.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

NOT LONG BEFORE this time, a decree called the Treaty of Toledo, signed in 1479, had divided Portuguese and Spanish territories. This gave Portugal territorial rights to Morocco and other areas, and prohibited Spain from sailing beyond the Canary Islands. It is thought that Columbus may have intentionally reported the latitude of his discoveries incorrectly, knowing full well that these islands belonged to Portugal by the terms of the treaty.
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THE TRIP IN 1502 was the fastest Columbus ever sailed. He organized the entire fleet in roughly four weeks, with the goal of circumnavigating the world. He left on May 9, 1502, only three months after the new “Governor of the Indies” had been sent off, but he was forbidden to return to Hispaniola.
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SIR WALTER RALEIGH was an English adventurer, writer, explorer, and, for a while, the favorite of Queen Elizabeth I. In 1584, he established the first settlement on Roanoke Island, off of what is known today as North Carolina.
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SIR WALTER RALEIGH’S new colony was not only the first Roanoke settlement, but also the first English colony in America.
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IN 1605, TWO groups of London merchants who had combined the investments of many smaller investors petitioned King James I for a charter to establish another colony in Virginia. These two groups—prototypes of modern-day corporations—became the Virginia Company of London and the Plymouth Company.
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THE VIRGINIA COMPANY promised to provide free passage to America in exchange for a contract under which the settlers agreed to seven years of indentured servitude. This became a popular arrangement, and in December 1606, a total of 120 people agreed to these terms and boarded three vessels—the Susan Constant, the Discovery, and the Godspeed.
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BY MAY 1607, the 104 remaining settlers sailed the three rather frail vessels through the Chesapeake Bay and thirty miles up the James River to reach a parcel of densely wooded, swampy land. There, the settlers built Jamestown, England’s first permanent colony.
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THE JAMESTOWN COLONISTS arrived too late in the season to plant crops, and the swamps didn’t help their chances of survival. Many of these people were not able to adapt to the harsh conditions and within a few months, died of famine and disease, while others went to live with Native American tribes. Only thirty-eight made it through their first year in the New World.
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EVERYONE KNOWS ABOUT Jamestown in Virginia and about Plymouth in Massachusetts, but St. Augustine in Florida is actually the oldest city in North America. Spanish settlers established it in 1565, almost fifty years before Jamestown!
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MOST PEOPLE KNOW Captain John Smith from the tales of Pocahontas, but he was a crusader and pirate before he became the gentleman everyone knows.
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SMITH WAS CHOSEN to lead the Jamestown Colony in 1608, but he became a bit of a dictator, ruling with harsh orders such as “no work, no food.” He turned the settlers into foragers and successful traders with the Native Americans, who taught the English how to plant corn and other crops.
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SMITH LED EXPEDITIONS to explore the regions surrounding Jamestown, and it was during one of these that the chief of the Powhatan Native Americans captured Smith. According to an account Smith published in 1624, he was going to be put to death until the chief’s daughter, Pocahontas, saved him. Evidence is scarce that Pocahontas actually helped John Smith, risking her life to save him. An account that is probably more accurate states that Smith participated in an initiation ceremony making him an honorary Powhatan tribesman.
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POCAHONTAS’S REAL NAME was Matoaka. The Native American name “Pocahontas” means “playful one.”
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THE JAMESTOWN SETTLERS did capture a young Pocahontas around 1612, returning her to their colony. In captivity, she caught the eye of John Rolfe, an Englishman, who later married her with the blessing of her father and the English governor. This established a peace with the Powhatans that lasted eight years.
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WHEN ROLFE AND Pocahontas moved to England, she converted to Christianity and took the name Rebecca.
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IN THEIR VERY first years in Virginia, the British encouraged interracial marriage with the Native Americans in order to promote better relations. In Virginia, money was offered to white Virginians who would marry Native Americans. However, few took advantage of the offer.
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EVENTUALLY, THE ENGLISH forbid interracial marriage. Pocahontas was one of the last Native Americans to be accepted into British-American society through marriage.
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THE TOBACCO PLANT in the Americas can be traced back more than 8,000 years. Native Americans eventually started smoking and chewing the dried tobacco leaves, and by the time Europeans came to North America, tobacco was growing in abundance in the Americas.
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SETTLERS PLANTED TOBACCO crops in every available inch of fertile soil, but once indentured servitude ended, they were hard-pressed to maintain their tobacco and other crops. They began purchasing laborers from Dutch traders who kidnapped black Africans from their homelands, transported them against their will across the ocean, and sold them to plantation owners—the start of slavery in America.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

RELATIONS WITH THE Native Americans began to sour, for the natives frequently attacked Jamestown. In 1622, 350 colonists were killed. By 1644, a total of 500 had perished.
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IN 1676, THE Jamestown colonists rebelled against the rule of Governor William Berkeley in what’s known as Bacon’s Rebellion. A group of former indentured servants, led by plantation owner Nathaniel Bacon, didn’t think Berkeley was protecting them from Native American raids. When Bacon and his men formed a small army to punish the Native Americans, Berkeley denounced them as rebels. Marching against Jamestown in 1676, Bacon captured the town and burned it.
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HIRED BY THE Dutch to find the Northwest Passage to Asia, English explorer Henry Hudson sailed into the wonderfully sheltered bay at Manhattan Island, one of the greatest natural harbors in the world, in September 1609. Spurred by Hudson’s tales of a fur-trading paradise, the Dutch West India Company colonized this new region in 1624, calling it New Netherlands. The following year, they established a Dutch trading post, named New Amsterdam, on Manhattan’s southern tip.
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AFTER SETTLING IN Manhattan, the Dutch began other settlements in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island, building a fortification to protect the colony from potential English or Native American invasions. This wall encompassed the area we now know as Wall Street.
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ANOTHER SETTLEMENT THEY created was Coney Island. Many historians believe that the name was chosen because the Dutch word for rabbit was “konijn” and the barrier beach island had a large population of wild rabbits.
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WHEN THE BRITISH invaded New Amsterdam in 1664, Peter Stuyvesant, then the governor, vowed to fight them, but later relented in order to not ruin the city. The new English governor offered free passage back to Holland for those who didn’t wish to stay, but reportedly no one left. Two days later, the settlement was renamed New York.
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AS A BIRTHDAY present to his brother, King Charles named the settlement of New York after the Duke of York on August 29, 1664.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

NOT EVERY PILGRIM wanted religious freedom. The Pilgrims recruited a number of others to join them on their voyage. Approximately eighty “strangers,” who weren’t Separatists or Puritans, decided to sail as well for better lives, adventure, shipboard jobs, and, of course, great wealth.
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THE MAYFLOWER WASN’T the only ship meant to carry the Pilgrims over to the Virginia Colony—the group had obtained a charter to set sail on two ships, the Speedwell and the Mayflower. Twice during the summer months they set sail, and twice they returned to England on account of the Speedwell, because it wasn’t exactly a seaworthy vessel. So the Mayflower headed out alone, sailing from Plymouth, England, in September 1620.
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THE MAYFLOWER SPENT two months crossing an angry Atlantic Ocean, and to make matters worse, the maps the Pilgrims used weren’t all that trustworthy. Those maps, along with the strong winds, took the sailors well north of the Virginia Colony. On November 21, 1620, the Pilgrims reached Provincetown Harbor at the point of Cape Cod, Massachusetts.
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BECAUSE THERE WAS dissension among the Mayflower’s passengers, they drew up an agreement while anchored in the harbor. The Mayflower Compact was the first colonial agreement that formed a government by the consent of those governed, for the signers agreed to follow all “just and equal” laws that the settlers enacted. Furthermore, the majority would rule in matters where there was disagreement. That might seem simple today, but back then, this was a giant leap away from the tradition of royal and absolute rulers.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

WHEN THE PILGRIMS established Plymouth Colony, they chose this site for its farm fields, its supply of fresh drinking water, and the hill that enabled them to build a fort. But by early 1621, the Pilgrims were cold, hungry, and sick. They had arrived too late to plant crops, and with the snow, cold, and dwindling food supply, as many as half the colonists died.
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A NATIVE AMERICAN named Samoset, who entered their settlement speaking English, saved the Pilgrims. Samoset said he’d heard them speaking and learned their language, and evidently he saw their needs. He brought along Squanto to help teach the Pilgrims how to survive with new methods of farming and fishing, and soon the Pilgrims learned to plant corn and fertilize their fields.
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SQUANTO ACTED AS the interpreter between the Pilgrims and the great Chief Massasoit of the Wampanoag in southeastern Massachusetts. The two sides pledged not to harm one another, and by the following autumn in 1621, the Pilgrims celebrated their first harvest with their Native American neighbors.
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THE FIRST THANKSGIVING lasted three days, and both the Pilgrims and Wampanoag tribe brought provisions for the feast.
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NATIVE AMERICANS HAD celebrated autumn harvests for centuries. Early New Englanders celebrated Thanksgiving only when there was a plentiful harvest, but it gradually became an annual custom. During the American Revolution, the Continental Congress proposed a national day of thanksgiving, and in 1863, Abraham Lincoln issued the proclamation designating the fourth Thursday in November as Thanksgiving Day.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

BETWEEN 1629 AND 1640, more than 20,000 additional colonists made the crossing to settle in New England.
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LED BY JOHN Endecott, Massachusetts Bay Colony’s government was first established in England, and later moved to Massachusetts in 1629.
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WHILE PEOPLE USE the term “puritanical” to describe rigid morality or narrowness of mind nowadays, Puritanism’s values of hard work, a good business sense, and the need for education were the traits that represented what America was all about during this time.
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THE PURITANS PROVED to be as intolerant as the king they had fled. Attendance at Sunday services was mandatory, and with the work required to thrive in the colonies, that left little leisure time. The punishment for any crime committed was harsh, and those who spoke out against the puritanical dictates were persecuted.
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THE QUAKERS WERE banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony when they dared to disagree, and others fled for religious and economic reasons. Among them was Roger Williams, a Puritan minister, who founded a settlement around 1635 that became the colony of Rhode Island.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

IN 1674, ENGLAND tried to subdue the rebellious Massachusetts Bay colonists, charging that they had violated the Navigation Acts, among other misdeeds. In 1684, England revoked the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s charter, and in 1691, the colony was granted a new royal charter that essentially ended the form of government the Puritans had created. The right to elect representatives was now based on property qualifications rather than church membership.
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IN PURITAN TIMES, the term “witch” was applied to a poor, old person who was also contentious.
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THE SALEM WITCH Trials were started by two girls: nine-year-old Betty Parris and her eleven-year-old cousin Abigail Williams. In 1692, they began acting quite strangely, running around the house, flapping their arms, screaming, and throwing themselves around the room. The local doctors were at a loss to explain their antics, so they blamed witchcraft. Betty and Abigail identified the Parris family’s West Indian slave, Tituba, as their tormentor, before adding other names such as Sarah Good and Sarah Osborne.
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SO-CALLED WITCHES REPORTEDLY had identifiable marks on their bodies—marks put there by the Devil himself—that professional witch finders could identify, since the witches were insensitive to pain. The witch finders had monetary incentive to identify new subjects, as they were paid a fee for every witch conviction.
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NINETEEN PEOPLE WERE executed in the wake of the Salem Witch Trials, until public opinion turned against the accusers and local judges. In 1696, the General Court adopted a resolution of repentance. Although the Puritan influence declined, the Congregational churches remained dominant in Massachusetts into the nineteenth century.
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EVEN WITH A royal governor, colonists got an early taste of independence. The Puritans’ belief that communities were formed by covenants led to the creation of town meetings, the first democratic institution in America. At town meetings, every church member could speak, those who were male and held property could vote, and the decision of the majority ruled. In some towns, men who were not property holders could also vote. This democratic atmosphere later led to fewer restrictions regarding religious and personal freedoms.
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IN THE NEW England Puritan town, no one was more important than its minister. Ministers were expected to be well educated. Thus, Puritans laid the foundations of education in the colonies, with America’s first secondary school established in 1635.
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HARVARD COLLEGE (now Harvard University) began in 1636 as an institution to train ministers.
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THE PEQUOT WAR of 1637 was the first major war fought in New England. Connecticut declared war on the Pequot tribe, and the colonists launched a surprise attack that included setting a Pequot village on fire. Few Pequot survived in the aftermath. Some may have been sold into slavery, while others fled throughout New England.
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KING PHILIP’S WAR between Anglos and the Wampanoag, Narragansett, and Nipmuck in the mid-1670s resulted in enormous casualties for both sides. Approximately one-sixteenth of the white male population of New England died in the fighting, and the total casualties, Anglo and Native, exceeded those of the French and Indian War, the Revolution, the War of 1812, the Mexican War, and the Spanish-American War combined.
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KING WILLIAM’S WAR broke out in 1689 after England’s William III entered the War of the League of Augsburg against France. Native Americans, provoked by the French to attack, ravaged the English settlements in New England and New York. Retaliating, New Englanders gained control of Port Royal, a key French post in Nova Scotia.
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KING WILLIAM’S WAR lasted for at least six years until the Treaty of Ryswick in 1697 halted both sides, restoring Port Royal to the French. However, this war accomplished nothing, for the treaty merely declared that the prewar positions would remain. As a result, the unresolved tensions led to further fighting.
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QUEEN ANNE’S WAR broke out in 1702. English colonists captured and burned Saint Augustine, Florida (then Spanish territory). There were massacres at the hands of French troops and their Native American allies in the colonies, and troops also tried again to wrest away control of Port Royal. The British and colonists conquered Acadia in 1710, but failed to encroach on Quebec and Montreal.
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WHEN THE TREATY of Utrecht ended Queen Anne’s War in 1713, it ceded Acadia, as well as Newfoundland and the Hudson Bay territory, to the British. Cape Breton Island stayed French.
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SAMUEL DE CHAMPLAIN produced the first accurate chart of the Atlantic coast, from Newfoundland to Cape Cod, as well as maps of the Saint Lawrence Valley and the Great Lakes. Champlain also created a trading post in what is now Quebec City, and established the commercial and military alliances that endured to the end of the French regime in Canada.
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KING GEORGE’S WAR broke out in 1744. The French captured and destroyed a British fort at Canso, Nova Scotia, and they took prisoners to their fortress at Cape Breton Island. Fearing the French, the governor of Massachusetts enlisted further colonial aid. Thus a militia of 4,000 sailed in British ships and fought under the command of Sir William Pepperell, a Maine merchant. King George’s War ended in 1748 with the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle.
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THE FRENCH AND Indian War finally decided the question of colonial control. It broke out in 1754 and lasted until 1763. It officially started when Virginia’s governor tried unsuccessfully to warn the French to get out of British territory by dispatching an armed force under the command of George Washington to drive off the French. But the French had a surprise for Washington, and they defeated his troops at the Battle of Fort Necessity in 1754, sending Washington back to Virginia.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

THE TREATY OF Paris in 1763 ended more than a century and a half of French power in the New World. French control of Canada went to Britain, and France ceded all of its territories east of the Mississippi River to the British as well. Spain also gave Florida to the British.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

IN WINNING THE French and Indian War, Britain doubled its national debt and took on more territory than it could easily manage. The British tried to compel colonists to pay for these campaigns against French Canada, but this did not sit well with the American colonies.
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PARLIAMENT LEVIED HIGH duties on various commodities needed in the colonies—everyday items, such as molasses and sugar. Thus, the Sugar Act, passed in 1764, became the first significant tax demanded of colonists.
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THE CURRENCY ACT prevented the colonies from issuing their own money. All transactions had to be made with gold. This angered the independent-minded colonists, who did not want to be financially dependent on England.
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THE ACTS OF Trade and Navigation, commonly known as Navigation Acts, were designed to protect commerce. It stated that the colonists could ship particular items, such as tobacco, rice, and indigo, only to another British colony or to the mother country. That meant the colonists were not permitted to trade with other countries. The Navigation Acts weren’t repealed until 1849.
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THE QUARTERING ACT of 1765 declared that colonial citizens would have to provide food and housing for royal troops, a decree that understandably cast a financial hardship on the colonists and was a blatant invasion of their personal privacy.
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THE STAMP ACT required colonists to pay extra for newspapers, land deeds, dice, and card games—even graduation diplomas, since every paper document would require a revenue stamp from a British agent.
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THE COLONISTS, WHO earnestly held to the belief that these taxes were the result of their lack of representation in the British Parliament, were infuriated by the Stamp Act. Interestingly enough, Prime Minister Grenville had given the colonies an opportunity to avert Parliament’s stamp tax and create a tax of their own to meet the costs of maintaining troops in the colonies. The colonists did not take advantage of this opportunity.
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PRIOR TO THE enactment of the Grenville Program in 1765, the Crown’s taxes on the colonists had been external—in other words, taxes on commerce that America engaged in with the rest of the world (i.e., tariffs). The Stamp Act, passed on March 22, 1765, was the first internal tax, a tax on activities of the colonists within their own localities.
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THE TOWNSHEND ACTS levied tariffs on imports such as glass, lead, paint, and tea. The colonial protest was alive and well, and in April 1770, Parliament repealed the Townshend taxes, except for the levy on tea.
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THE SONS OF Liberty, which featured leaders such as Samuel Adams, John Hancock, and Paul Revere, was created to oppose the Stamp Act. This secret, patriotic society kept meeting after the Act was repealed in 1766, forming the Committees of Correspondence that fostered resistance to British economic control.
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JOHN HANCOCK WAS a Harvard-educated patriot who became a colonial businessman, and a rather wealthy one, after inheriting his mercantile firm. Elected to the Massachusetts legislature, Hancock was soon at odds with the British government in 1768, when customs officials seized his sloop after he failed to pay import duties on his cargo. His zealous defense won him popularity among the factions of people opposed to British control of the colonies.
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PAUL REVERE, a silversmith and engraver, was also a patriot. His elegant silverware, bowls, pitchers, and tea sets were favorites of Boston aristocracy, but he also used his talents to make artificial teeth, surgical instruments, and engraved printing plates.
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SAMUEL ADAMS WAS a law student and merchant who was educated at Harvard. But when his own ventures failed, he joined his father in a brewery business. He was also active in Boston political circles and was elected to the lower house of the General Court before being promoted to the Boston chapter of the Sons of Liberty.
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THE BOSTON MASSACRE occurred on March 5, 1770, when a group of colonists living in Boston were demonstrating in front of the not-too-popular Customs House, where British troops had been called to quell the American protests. The squad of soldiers responded by firing shots into the crowd, killing five protestors.
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CRISPUS ATTUCKS, the leader of the group of protesting colonists at the Boston Massacre, became the first to die for American liberty. Attucks was of mixed descent, most likely a man of black, white, and Native American heritage. In 1888, a monument was erected in the Boston Common to honor Attucks and the others who gave their lives for liberty.

_____________ [image: star] _____________

PAUL REVERE’S ENGRAVING of the Boston Massacre is a good example of colonial propaganda. Revere shows the British soldiers standing in a straight line and firing point-blank into a mostly unarmed, defenseless group of colonists. Most eyewitness accounts did not agree with Revere’s depiction of the event.
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WHEN HALF A million pounds of tea was sent to the four primary ports—Philadelphia, New York, Charleston, and Boston—anti-British sentiment rallied to the point that tea-laden ships turned back from Philadelphia and New York, unable to unload. The governor was adamant that colonists pay the levy, so in December 1773, as the loaded ships sat at anchor, Samuel Adams, Paul Revere, and some fifty patriots (some dressed as Native Americans) boarded the ships and dumped 343 chests of tea into Boston Harbor. This bold act, known as the Boston Tea Party, incurred the king’s wrath; in response, he closed the port of Boston and imposed a military form of government.
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IN SEPTEMBER AND October of 1774, colonial leaders met in Philadelphia’s Carpenters’ Hall for the First Continental Congress. The Massachusetts House of Representatives had called for an intercolonial congress that would take any actions necessary to preserve or establish colonial rights. Only Georgia was not represented among the fifty-five delegates of the First Continental Congress.
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PHILADELPHIA WAS THE first capital of the United States. For a number of years both during and after the American Revolution, Philadelphia was our national capital. The capital moved to New York during President Washington’s administration.
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IF SOMEONE REBELLED against the British Crown, he would be dragged to the gallows, hanged by the neck, and then cut down alive; his entrails would be taken out and burned while he was still alive; his head would be cut off and his body divided into four parts.
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STILL HOPING TO reconcile their complaints with the British Crown, the delegates approved the Declaration of Rights and Grievances. Members of this First Continental Congress concluded their sessions by agreeing to meet again, in May 1775, to vote on stronger measures if the British had not addressed their grievances. They had taken the first steps toward freedom.
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IN JANUARY 1776, political philosopher Thomas Paine wrote a fifty-page pamphlet titled “Common Sense.” The pamphlet went through twenty-five editions in 1776 and sold hundreds of thousands of copies. Although it was published anonymously, it rallied the masses. In fact, General Washington ordered that Paine’s pamphlets be read to his troops to inspire them to fight even harder for freedom.
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BRITISH ORDERS HAD been sent to General Thomas Gage, then governor of Massachusetts, advising him to arrest dissidents and to capture their arms and munitions. On April 19, Gage ordered British troops to Concord, where he’d learned of a stockpiled arsenal. On the evening of April 18, Paul Revere, William Dawes, and Samuel Prescott rode ahead to warn John Hancock and Samuel Adams, two patriots whom Gage wanted to arrest. Revere’s historic midnight ride has become part of American folklore.
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MANY RECOUNTS OF Revere’s ride, like Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s ballad “Paul Revere’s Ride,” are slightly exaggerated. In fact, the British detained Revere while he was en route with his message.
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THE WARNING OF the British’s arrival sent by Paul Revere, William Dawes, and Samuel Prescott urged fifty minutemen to meet the British advance guard in Lexington. When the British major John Pitcairn ordered the patriots to disperse, a pistol shot rang out. Who fired this first shot is not entirely clear, but one thing was certain: British troops opened fire on the minutemen even as the colonists retreated. By the time the firing stopped, eight minutemen were killed and ten wounded.
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BY THE TIME the redcoats reached Boston, at least 270 British soldiers were dead, missing, or wounded in battle—a higher number than the colonial casualties.
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THE TERM “MINUTEMAN” is used to describe an armed man who could be prepared “in a minute’s notice” to fight against the British during the Revolutionary War.
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ON MAY 10, 1775, the Second Continental Congress convened in Philadelphia to determine the fate of the colonies’ relationship with Britain. It took the delegates some time to gather, but by June, sixty-five delegates had arrived, representing twelve colonies (Georgia wasn’t represented until September). Richard Henry Lee, representing Virginia, moved that the colonies absolve themselves of allegiance to the British Crown. John Adams of Massachusetts seconded the motion, but action was deferred until July.
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IN THE NIGHT hours of June 16, 1775, colonial militia took up positions on Breed’s Hill, adjacent to Bunker Hill overlooking Boston Harbor. General Gage, eager to avenge his losses at Concord, was determined to take the hill. The next day, 3,000 redcoats marched up Breed’s Hill in close ranks, and it wasn’t until they marched close enough (approximately forty paces from colonial forces) that American troops opened fire, causing the British to suffer severe casualties and forcing them to retreat.
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EVEN THOUGH THE battle occurred at Breed’s Hill, it’s been misnamed the Battle of Bunker Hill and is known as one of the bloodiest encounters in the Americans’ struggle for freedom.
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AFTER THE BATTLE of Bunker Hill, the Second Continental Congress commissioned Virginia’s George Washington to take command of the American forces. Washington’s Continental army, a small, dependable regiment, arrived in Cambridge on July 3, 1775, where the new commander in chief took over. Washington refused any payment for his services, except for expenses.
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THE BATTLE OF Bunker Hill left too much bloodshed to permit peace or compromise. The Second Continental Congress requested that Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Roger Sherman, and Robert R. Livingston draft a formal protest against Britain, in line with Lee’s resolution, declaring the colonies free of British rule. The resulting document was the Declaration of Independence, which not only outlined the grievances against Britain and declared the colonies free and independent, but also incorporated John Locke’s doctrine of unalienable rights, including life and liberty.
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THE DECLARATION OF Independence went through eighty-four revisions, and on July 4, 1776, Congress adopted the declaration by unanimous vote of the delegates of twelve colonies. Only New York abstained, because representatives had not been authorized to vote (however, days later, the New York Provincial Congress endorsed the Declaration).
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JOHN HANCOCK WAS the first to sign the Declaration of Independence, which was considered an act of treason against King George III of England. It’s rumored that he practiced writing his name prior to affixing his famous signature rather boldly to the historic document, spawning the expression about leaving one’s “John Hancock.”
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THE MAGNA CARTA was a thirteenth-century English legal document on which the United States based much of its original laws. England’s powerful barons forced King John to grant a charter limiting his powers. The Magna Carta helped establish the principle that no one—not even a king—is above the law.
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WITH THE DECLARATION of Independence in place, the United States of America was born in Philadelphia’s State House (now Independence Hall).
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 REVOLUTION REIGNS

The early French and English settlers disputed boundaries and territories throughout the vast Ohio Valley region between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River. In many respects, the French and Indian War set the stage for the American Revolution. The French suffered a humiliating defeat, and as a result, the French would do almost anything to take revenge against the British, even if the French monarchy could not afford public financial support of American causes, which angered the British further.

Many of the dictates set forth by Great Britain on the American colonies served as a prelude to war, there’s some debate as to which issues were the most pressing. Certainly, the signers of the Declaration of Independence insisted it was about liberty and democracy. Yet some modern historians argue that the Revolution was fought for money and trade.

With tensions building up between the British and the colonies, something had to give, and inside this chapter, you’ll learn all about the interesting facts and stories that contributed to the revolt, which had most likely given King George more than a few sleepless nights.



UPON HIS APPOINTMENT as commander of the colonial forces, General Washington organized militia companies. Because he had fought alongside the British in the French and Indian War, he knew the contempt the British military showed for colonial officers. It didn’t hurt that as a Virginian, he might bind the southern colonies to the New England patriots. If there was to be victory, Washington knew it would take all thirteen colonies working together.
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BATTLES WERE ALREADY underway when Washington appeared at the Second Continental Congress in May 1775, dressed in his uniform of the Fairfax County militia. On June 25, 1775, Washington set out for Massachusetts to take command of the forces. Under great adversity, Washington took what was more or less an armed mob and assembled it into the Continental army with one goal: victory.
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WASHINGTON SOUGHT LONGER terms of enlistment from Congress as well as better pay for his troops. But a leery Congress, afraid of moving from one military dictatorship to another, was not easily convinced. So Washington was forced to do the best he could under the circumstances. Considering the problems of troop defection, insubordination, lack of discipline, and a shortage of gunpowder, it’s understandable that Washington maintained order at times by flogging troops, or worse. Deserters and repeat offenders were often hanged.
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WHEN WASHINGTON FIRST took command, there was much strategic planning. On May 10, 1775, at the start of the Revolutionary War, Ethan Allen, an American Revolutionary soldier, led his Green Mountain Boys in an attack to overtake Fort Ticonderoga. These soldiers from Vermont seized the fort and all of its valuable artillery stores without a struggle. They then dragged fifty heavy cannons by sled from Fort Ticonderoga in northern New York to Boston. An astute Washington had the cannons mounted on Dorchester Heights, which commanded the city. Of course, British general William Howe saw this and fled by sea to Halifax, Nova Scotia, where he awaited the reinforcement of German mercenaries from Europe. This brought a much-needed reprieve from the occupation of any British troops in the colonies.
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