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INTRODUCTION “THE MOST UNDERRATED OF ALL THE FOUNDERS”



MODERNS WHO MAKE THE acquaintance of John Dickinson can be forgiven for finding him, on the whole, both irritable and irritating—hardly the Founding Father likeliest to be singled out, from a room ablaze with talent and inspiration, for some after-hours jollity. He would not be the man to call for punch all around and a lively tune from the fiddler—not with the prospect of a split from the mother country weighing heavily upon his mind and soul.


In HBO’s much-honored 2008 series John Adams, Mr. Dickinson of Pennsylvania is the specter at America’s birthday festivities. While a stick-thumping Adams summons his countrymen to arms and independence, Dickinson, with stricken look and half-shut eyelids, urges caution, demands conciliation, foresees ruin should the mad dash to freedom continue. Replying to such arguments, Adams declares stoutly, “Where he foresees apocalypse, I see hope. I believe, sir, that the hour is come.” A toast, sir, to Mr. Adams! As for poor Dickinson, let us make room for him as The Man Who Would Not Sign the Declaration of Independence.


Matters are little different, substantively, in the Broadway musical, and movie, 1776. A brassier Dickinson faces down Adams with sarcasm and swagger. He hurls at him names and reproaches: “incendiary little man,” “madman,” and such. The two go at each other with their sticks until separated. The audience knows the direction this tumultuous pathway leads. Once more the course of human events will find the gentleman-ruffian from Pennsylvania standing apart from the jubilation and rejoicing.


Well, not totally apart. Both John Adams and 1776 do Dickinson the minimal justice of acknowledging that, having failed to temper his colleagues’ enthusiasm for immediate independence, he rode away to serve the colonial cause in uniform—something only one actual Declaration signer, Thomas McKean, did. (He “fought for what he could not vote for,” the historian Carl Bridenbaugh has deftly said of Dickinson.)1


Still, need we bestow on the gentleman any further thought? Only, perhaps, if we want to understand one of the most complex and influential figures of the entire revolutionary period, someone who was present at all the major assemblages where thinkers and activists charted the young nation’s path. At every turn he offered counsel both eloquent and sober. The historian Forrest McDonald has called Dickinson “the most underrated of all the Founders of this nation.”2


The eclipse of John Dickinson’s once-formidable reputation, his reduction to the role of Adams’s theatrical foil, is among the ironies and accidents of history. It has to do almost entirely with Dickinson’s deeply held doubts regarding the colonies’ capacity to achieve independence. The necessity of independence he had come, however slowly, to acknowledge. Was it necessary, all the same, that the task be accomplished according to John Adams’s timetable? The perils of precipitate action were large and, equally to the point, largely unexplored. Dickinson, a venerated tribune of the colonists’ cause, counseled precaution and delay. Modern reactions are preordained: How could this man not stand with the great Adams, the great Jefferson, and the other greats at that moment we mark every year with flags and fireworks? We shall examine the matter in its right sequence.


There is much else to examine in the life of a patriot who wrote with force and intellectual brilliance many of the revolutionary era’s major documents—pamphlets, petitions, and speeches, by turns forceful and intricate. He wrote a patriotic song—and probably would have written the Declaration of Independence had he been as hot as Adams to strike off the mother country’s shackles at that precise moment. His Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, which carefully enunciated the argument for colonial rights, were read and huzzaed throughout the colonies. London took exasperated note of them. They made him the leader, in a rhetorical and sometimes operational sense, of colonial opposition to Britain’s transgressions against her overseas sons and daughters. Historians have dubbed Dickinson the “Penman of the Revolution.” It is not a bad phrase; nor is it a totally adequate one, suggesting as much as anything else a recording secretary in half-moon spectacles, with head bent low over his journal—a note taker rather than a shaper of mighty events.


Dickinson was, in truth, as much philosopher as writer: a man to whom God had imparted the gifts not merely of expression but also of examination and reflection. Among the large fraternity active in the cause of independence, he gave place, intellectually, to no one. Whenever large decisions were in the offing, John Dickinson’s presence and counsel were wanted. In the preconstitutional period he served as chief executive of two different states, Pennsylvania and Delaware. His was the first draft of the Articles of Confederation. A decade later he was instrumental in arranging the convention that wrote the Constitution—the second grand document to which he never set his name. There was no helping it, the second time. His health had given out. He had to return home before the signing. A friend affixed his name, and there it remains: one more testament to love of country and to character and intellectual wattage. The character he evinced had certain stupendous qualities—akin to those celebrated by the Roman historians from whom he drew wisdom. He was in his own way a bit of a Roman—stubborn as the old consuls and tribunes in defense of principle, willing if it came to that to hand over to the greater good all the blessings he enjoyed, not least immunity from criticism and derision. He was one of the revolutionary era’s authentically great men.


He was deeply learned in history and law alike. Out of the deep net of the past, he fished principles that bore directly on current affairs: respect for the admonitions and precedents of past centuries; prudence that called for heeding guideposts and warning signs; the priority of God’s determinations in the doings of created humanity; and, with it all, a deep attachment to the God-ordained freedoms that alone enabled forward movement in the human condition—the thing that many call progress. He was no passion-driven pamphleteer, in the manner of Tom Paine, who tossed rhetorical torches onto dry tinder. The Dickinson style was that of the age itself—marked by curves, turnings, and elaborations. Yet he could sum up with clarity and economy when the occasion demanded. Ten words he spoke at the Constitutional Convention in 1787 still cast a glow on the affairs of thinkers and lawmakers. “Experience,” Dickinson said, “must be our only guide. Reason may mislead us.”3 Experience was that which we knew, having lived it—the good, the bad, the uplifting, the squalid. By contrast, Reason, and the beauty of the human mind (as shown by Experience, what else!), could be manipulated into false shapes: made to stand in for speculation, opinion, and surmise. Experience urged mankind to look before leaping, particularly when lives and fortunes—to adopt the language of the Declaration—hung in the balance.


Politics conditions us to seek labels for people in political contexts. Not one but two of our favorite labels generally attach to John Dickinson—“conservative” and “moderate.” According to many historians, he was “conservative” insofar as he spoke for the propertied classes and resisted collision with Great Britain, sharing with men of his disposition what the nineteenth-century historian Moses Coit Tyler would call “an uncommon horror of all changes that violated the sequence of established law.”4 He was “moderate” insofar as he stood somewhere between the ardent revolutionism of the Adamses, John and Sam, and the loyalism that, by John Adams’s estimate, a third of the colonists shared. Not that his “moderation” was unique among members of the Continental Congress. An entire moderate faction, notes the historian Jack Rakove, believed the British ministry guilty of miscalculation concerning the colonists’ grievances. Brought to its senses, the ministry “would abandon a mad policy that could be enforced only at great peril and enormous expense.”5


A label, though it may expedite discussion, can never say all that needs saying, least of all about a man so complex, even paradoxical, as John Dickinson—a man who early on could argue for measured movement in human affairs yet, in the sunset of life, call blessings down on the revolutionaries of France. A label can disguise subtleties, nuances of thought and action. It should never be stretched the length of a man’s, or woman’s, form. That can make for bad discourse, bad history—and minimal enlightenment. To box up John Dickinson for consumption as reluctant revolutionary, defender of the fixed and established—any of it—is to serve poorly the cause of telling, and retelling, the tale of how we came to be a people. Not just any people either: one dedicated by all its Founders, whatever their individual motives and interior understandings, to the embrace of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.


Brains, energy, analytical power—one thing more he had. The thing was moral courage of an order not often enough glimpsed today. The shifty, weasel-like Dickinson of the HBO series is hardly a man you picture facing down powerful adversaries whose shouts grow fiercer as their numbers grow greater. Yet so he faced them down—and never, as far as history knows, did he give thought to acting otherwise. Men who had hailed him scurried away from him. He held tight to conviction, hazarding fame and reputation to tell the truth as he saw it to people whose conceptions of truth came more and more to differ from his own. Of his decision to withhold approval of the Declaration of Independence, he would say: “My Conduct this Day, I expect will give the finishing Blow to my once too great and (my integrity considered) now too diminished Popularity.”6 When the end he had hoped to avert came finally to pass, he bravely—possibly gladly—acknowledged the new reality and set forth to serve his country and people by whatever means might become possible. Many such means would become possible during the long and singular life of John Dickinson.










ONE “THE FIELDS ARE FULL OF PROMISES”



IN THE YOUNG LAND they called home, the Dickinsons bulked larger than most. For one thing they had arrived earlier than most. The great migrations of the seventeenth century had deposited Walter Dickinson on Maryland’s Eastern Shore in 1659, shortly after his initial arrival in the Virginia colony. In time the newcomer acquired four hundred acres of tobacco land in Talbot County and another eight hundred in neighboring Delaware’s Kent County. The commodious home he built on his Maryland properties he called Crosiadore, in tribute to his lush tobacco fields. The name, from the French Croix d’Or, meant Cross of Gold.


As wealth and distinction increased, so the family grew, one generation succeeding another. To Walter’s grandson Samuel and his second wife, Mary Cadwalader, a well-educated member of a solid Philadelphia Quaker family, was born, on November 13, 1732, a son, named John for his mother’s father. A second son, Thomas, followed in 1734, only to die as a child. A third son, Philemon, born in 1739, became a revolutionary war general of some note.1


The neighborhood of Crosiadore, for all the bounty of its soil, presented real drawbacks. It was arduously distant from Philadelphia, the uncontested center of life in the “middle” colonies of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware. (The last was a mostly self-governing appendage of Pennsylvania.) Then there was the obstructive behavior of the local Quakers, in whose fold the Dickinsons lived out their religious life. In 1739 Samuel’s only daughter, Betsy—one of just two living children out of the nine born to him and his first wife, Judith—wished to wed a highly respectable non-Quaker, the son of Maryland’s chief justice. The Quakers would have none of it. The Third Haven Quarterly Meeting pronounced the union “disorderly” for occurring outside the Meeting. Samuel, for his part, was determined that Betsy should marry the man of her choice. No rebuke fell upon him, but he swiftly disassociated himself from the Meeting.


The disadvantages of the neighborhood became more and more obvious. Samuel resolved to relocate his seat of activity nearer the six square miles of rich wheat land he had acquired in Kent County, Delaware, with its ready access to Philadelphia by means of the Delaware River—or, alternatively, two days by horseback or carriage. He turned over Crosiadore and its lands to Betsy and her brother Henry and gave orders for the construction of a suitably imposing Georgian-style house at Jones Neck, some five miles below the new village of Dover—Delaware’s future capital. Here he brought his family in January 1740. Here, in spirit at least, John Dickinson dwelt for the rest of his long, active life, never ceasing to love the house and its lands, returning to them whenever he could. “All nature is blooming around me,” he would write during one such rural reunion in the late 1780s, “and the fields are full of promises.”2


The young John Dickinson received the somewhat loose-jointed but appropriately dignified upbringing experienced by the children of the colonies’ rural gentry. There were rides and romps, and also lessons. He took to the latter with special keenness. Samuel Dickinson engaged for his older son an Irish-born tutor so able he would work his way up eventually to the chancellorship of Delaware. William Killen was only ten years older than John. By Isaac Sharpless’s account, Killen filled his charge’s mind “with high ideals and aided him to secure an English style remarkably simple and elegant and effective, which no one of that day, except perhaps Franklin, equalled.”3 If credit properly belongs to Killen, he merits more than a cold paragraph in the chronicle of the times. His pupil’s prose, in the 1760s and ’70s, became a slingshot, carrying throughout the colonies and England itself the deepest, choicest arguments for the justice of the colonial cause.


It became clear enough to all concerned that, much as John might love the land, he was better cut out to be a lawyer than a farmer. As a cousin would later say of him, “His proficiency in his studies filled the minds of his parents with delight.”4 Samuel Dickinson was himself a lawyer, with high respect for books and learning. It was resolved that John would go, in 1750, to Philadelphia to read law under one of the city’s legal luminaries, John Moland. A fellow Moland student was George Read, who became Dickinson’s warm and longtime friend, and eventually chief justice of Delaware.


The legal profession in those days was less a profession, by subsequent standards, than an association of independently, not to say irregularly, trained men with a common outlook concerning duties, responsibilities, and hope of gain. “During the whole colonial period,” writes Daniel Boorstin, “America probably did not produce a single lawyer who was deeply learned by the strict English standards. Americans tended to be smatterers and admirers of the law, never its high priests.”5 Frequently the colonial litigant found a layman sitting as judge in his cause, applying common sense to a given situation, insofar as the various parties might agree with another’s ad hoc definition of common sense. In a country without law schools, books of law were not easily procured. (Sir William Blackstone’s formative and formidable Commentaries on the Laws of England would not be published until 1765–1769.)


Colonial law practice did, however, produce a few grave and worthy eminences. There was Moland, for instance; throughout the colonies were others. The Dickinsons decided John would join their company. It would be advisable in that event for him to cross the Atlantic and take up the study of English law at the source. Thus, in 1753, he took ship for London, to join the Middle Temple.




TO LONDON: “PUTTING IN MY LITTLE OAR”


The privilege of study at the Middle Temple was not unique for young colonials. It was considerable all the same: an extended sojourn at the source of English guarantees of hallowed rights. John Dickinson’s time at the Middle Temple influenced decisively not just his appraisals of method under law but also his understanding of the manner in which inclinations become claims, claims become rights, and rights take on a solemnity and power capable of binding a people together.


In no country besides Britain were the rights of subjects and the duties of rulers spelled out so specifically and candidly—the consequence of power collisions dating from Magna Carta, in 1215, that had produced agreements designed to avert future collisions. The majesty of law oversaw and ruled for or against—in theory, at all events—the passions of those who came to its notice.


English history had prepared Englishmen to think of themselves as shielded from arbitrary or purely spontaneous actions on their rulers’ part. This was by slow and grave process of accretion. The common law—“that ancient collection of unwritten maxims and customs… excellently adapted to the genius of the English nation,” Blackstone called it—was no abstraction.6 It was an organism, with breath of its own, nurtured by practice and precedent. It proved an important bulwark against tyranny of the roi soleil variety, at the court of Louis XIV and elsewhere on the continent. The great Lord Coke, who would become England’s first lord chief justice, chose rashly (as it turned out) to throw at King James I the majestic prescription of the thirteenth-century jurist Bracton: Rex non debet esse sub homine sed sub Deo et lege—the king ought not be under man but under God and the law. At which claim against the undue assertion of his royal powers, James “fell into the highest indignation as the like was never knowne in him.” Coke, in understandable alarm, “fell flatt on all fower.”7 In due course he rose. Before his death in 1634, when James’s son Charles I reigned, he had entrenched all the more deeply in his countrymen’s minds the doctrine of law as larger than the lot of them. As free countries went in the eighteenth century, none was so free as Britain, or so proud of its freedoms. Blackstone explained it: “The absolute rights of every Englishman (which, taken in a political and extensive sense, are usually called their liberties), as they are founded on nature and reason, so they are coeval with our form of government.”


A lawyer was a principal custodian of this great tradition: no mere mechanic of words and phrases, meaningless in themselves. His touch, rightly applied, brought life to ideas and truths with bearing on the daily condition of men and women. Not that the lawyer’s training quite matched the importance of the vocation. Through the four Inns of Court—the Inner and Middle Temples, Gray’s Inn, and Lincoln’s Inn, named for the hostels where students once lived—ran the exclusive path to membership in the English bar. The call to the bar was in fact a call to the bar of the Inn itself. The problem, from the eighteenth-century law student’s standpoint, was that the Inns had not flourished as educational institutions for something like two centuries. With the passage of time, their pedagogical methods became more and more haphazard and uncoordinated. One scholar calls legal education, in John Dickinson’s day, “a very melancholy topic.”8


There was, to begin with, no effective teaching at the Inns. The student of law was “left to his own resources”—“obliged to get his knowledge of law by means of undirected reading and discussion, and by attending in chambers, in a law office, or in the courts.”9 The courts themselves were not always prepossessing institutions. “Counsel were distinguishable from the idlers waiting to hear the judgments, or the shoppers chatting, only by their gown and bands,” notes Liza Picard in her examination of life in mid-eighteenth century London. “Far from there being silence in court, Counsel had to contend with spectators ‘in deep discourses upon some irrelevant subject… and young ladies actually sewing each other’s clothes together amidst titters and suppressed laughter.’ ” Blackstone, a Middle Templar, lamented the manner in which “a raw and inexperienced youth” was expected “to sequester himself from the world, and by a tedious lonely process to extract the theory of law from a mass of undigested learning; or else by an assiduous attendance on the courts to pick up theory and practice together, sufficient to qualify him for the ordinary run of business.”10 Mother England’s concept of adequacy in legal education doubtless exceeded that of her colonial brood, but perhaps not by so very much.


The laxity of the Inns, as John Dickinson encountered it, cannot have been precisely what he had contemplated as he shuffled through legal papers and law books at John Moland’s law office in Philadelphia. For all that, Middle Temple training was, in the colonies, prestigious and desirable. If the North American colonies partook of the mother country’s legal and constitutional heritage, why not sup at her table, at least for a time? The colonists, accordingly, had been comparatively heavy patrons of the Inns since the late seventeenth century. “This vogue of the Inns,” says Boorstin, “seems to have increased unaccountably after about 1750: of approximately 236 American-born members of the Inns of Court before 1815, over half were admitted between 1750 and 1775.”11 South Carolina supplied about a third of the total, Virginia a fourth. Maryland sent more to the Inns than Pennsylvania, New York, or Massachusetts. Five signers of the Declaration of Independence—including all four South Carolinians present—had studied at the Middle Temple. The fifth, Dickinson’s friend Thomas McKean of Pennsylvania, had begun his labors there just two years after Dickinson’s return, in 1756. Fifteen-year-old John Rutledge of South Carolina—elder brother of the Declaration signer Edward—took up residence at the Middle Temple less than a year after Dickinson’s arrival. Already ensconced there was William Drayton of South Carolina. Some of Dickinson’s English contemporaries at the Middle Temple would achieve distinction: among them, Edward Thurlow, the future lord chancellor who was a noted foe of colonial reconciliation save on the Crown’s terms, and William Cowper, the poet, translator of Homer, and author of well-known evangelical hymns. Blackstone had joined in 1741, receiving his call to the bar in 1746.


Young John Dickinson reached England on December 10, 1753, after a fifty-nine-day voyage, the greater portion of which, so he informed his parents, he spent “confined… to the cabbin and mostly to my bed” by illness.12 Then, London itself. The foremost city of the British Empire, its origins dating to the Romans’ Londinium, was a cauldron of wonders and contradictions: refinement and elegance; squalor and crime; Hogarthian horrors and classical town houses; church steeples soaring above warehouses and wharves that received and distributed the goods of the world; a wide and murky river leading wistfully in one direction to the pastures of Oxfordshire, in the other direction to the gray terrors of the ocean. “When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life, for there is in London all that life can afford,” the eminent, and quintessential, Londoner Dr. Samuel Johnson observed.13 Johnson’s monumental Dictionary would come forth, to vast acclaim, during Dickinson’s time in the city. Although the French might claim Paris as the center of civilized endeavor, there were impressive countervailing arguments for London, whose 650,000 residents (give or take 50,000) not only outnumbered the Parisians by 20 percent or so but also constituted more than 10 percent of all the people in England. Yet it was a place compact enough that a pair of gentlemen who set out to walk around it in 1763 found the task took a mere seven hours.14


No twenty-two-year-old from colonial Philadelphia could have seen anything like it, inasmuch as there was nothing anywhere like it to see. Dickinson—in exceedingly mature and sophisticated letters to his parents—conveyed just the sense of place and occasion that they must have hoped for as they parted with their son. “More is learned of mankind here in a month,” he wrote, “than can be in a year in any other part of the world.” Again: “London is the place where a person may learn Truth, where, unless he is an absolute fool, he may see human nature in all shapes.” He turned with eagerness to his new manner of life. From the shared chambers he occupied at first, with new floors and a laundress to light the fire at 7 a.m. and put on the kettle, he moved in the spring to chambers of his own. His habit was to rise at 5 a.m. and read for eight hours, “which is as much as I can or ought to do… I dine at four, & am in bed by ten.”15


There was, of course, a great deal to do. The likes of Coke and Sir Edmund Plowden, the Tudor scholar and jurist, kept company in Dickinson’s chambers with the noble Romans in Tacitus, Cicero, and Sallust. Dickinson was piecing together, bit by bit, a comprehensive view of the affairs of mankind and the law’s role as arbiter. “Amongst others,” he wrote in August 1754, “I am putting in my little oar, & exerting my small strength… convinced… that there cannot be upon earth a nobler employment than the defence of innocence, the support of justice, & the preservation of peace and harmony amongst men. These are the offices of my profession, & if my abilities are but equal to my inclination, they will not be undischa[r]gd by me.” The intellectual aspects of law practice suited him as well: “I may say, without boasting, I have taken as much pleasure in unraveling an intricate point of law as a florist receives when he sees some favorite flower, which he has long tended himself, at last unfold its glowing colours & breathe its sweet perfumes.” “The barr” itself he found “a perfect comment upon the written law, & every great man at it is in some measure a master & instructor to the young students who have the wisdom to attend here.”16


He paid due attention to the city’s sights—always with a philosophical eye. The “walks frequented by the antient sages of the law” kindled veneration in him. Among the city’s monuments he deduced that life “teaches how trivial is every thing in it.” Westminster Abbey, where he liked to walk “with pleasing awe,” showed him “the ravages made by TIME in the honours of kings & the most illustrious families.” On visiting a small parish church, he was struck to find Sir Francis Bacon lying “amongst ploughmen and labourers.” Here, clearly, was a young man who took the long view of things: passionate enough, but able to focus passion on large objects. Among certain things he was coming to know about himself was the complexity of his own instincts. In his heart, the law and the land vied for attention. A journey to Kent—England’s garden—reinforced his love of nature and the furrowed earth. He found—unaccountably, given the reasons he had come to England in the first place—“a great attraction” toward “the noble retirement of Kent.” He might, he told his father, become a useful community member there, “by prosecuting debts for Sunday cloaths.” Or he might, after acquiring some honors, “turn husbandman & till the bed which in a short time will receive me. But before I go that far, I must take care that my first steps be well planted.”17


This was no doubt to say that his prior, and great, vocation awaited him. On February 8, 1757, the Middle Temple called John Dickinson to the bar. It was time at last to go home. He had a foot planted now on each side of the ocean. What most of his countrymen saw dimly, if at all, as they looked eastward to England, he had more than seen: he had walked its twisted streets, smelled its robust smells.


He had even met the king. In London, Dickinson called on Thomas Penn, a son of Pennsylvania’s founder and proprietor, the great Quaker William Penn. Thomas had returned to his native England and become an Anglican after managing the proprietorship for a few years. Penn undertook to present his new acquaintance, the son of a distinguished colonial family, at the court of George II, who had by then reigned for three decades (along the way, as legend would have it, instituting the custom of rising for Handel’s “Hallelujah” chorus). The meeting persuaded Dickinson that he had met “the greatest & best king upon earth.”18 There would be no such meetings with the third George, though that sovereign would come to know John Dickinson’s name well indeed.







THE WAYS OF THE LAW


That five Middle Templars were, unlike John Dickinson, glad enough to sign the Declaration of Independence was in part a function of chronology. All four South Carolinians were at least a decade younger than he; only Thomas McKean, his fellow Pennsylvanian and law student, was of his generation. The ways of English law, and of the Inns, had had more time to sink into Dickinson’s consciousness. The ways of the law were large and grave; they had not blossomed overnight, nor had their fruit grown randomly. Careful hands had guided their formation: pruning, watering, and shaping, as circumstances required. The old laws might in time cease to serve as intended originally. Was not the law’s age, even so, a reminder of the need for prudence of the sort any good surgeon might apply to the relief of an injury? Did—a further, if unanswerable, point—Dickinson’s instinctive love of fields and forests fuse in his mind with the instinct to love the law as one more vital organism to protect from axes and cross saws?


Long after the young lawyer’s return to America, the impress of the Middle Temple remained to be recognized. Not on John Dickinson’s brow: behind it, rather.













TWO “AN IMMENSE BUSTLE IN THE WORLD”



THE CLUTTER OF SHIPS’ masts and the roofs of trim brick buildings could be seen from some distance as sailing craft slowly made their way up the broad Delaware River. To portside lay the fairest city in America, and the busiest: its docks aswarm with comings and goings, starts and completions, of every kind and size. The Quakers who built Philadelphia, street by street, square by square, testified powerfully to their talent for cohesion and industry. The port city to which John Dickinson returned in 1757 was no North American London; it was, nevertheless, without equal among the North American continent’s upstart towns and villages. Its central location—athwart the lines of communication between Charleston and Williamsburg to the south and Boston and New York to the north—afforded the city exceptional leverage in colonial affairs. Here the great councils of the colonies would gather to discuss and seek remedies for a discontent that ripened to exasperation, then anger, over British rules and regulations. Philadelphia would become in short order the fulcrum of American nationhood, irrespective of whether all its people sought identical ends through identical means.


With an estimated thirty thousand inhabitants by 1776, Philadelphia was the continent’s most populous city—indeed, its only real city, compared to which, says David Hawke in his history of Pennsylvania in the lead-up to independence, “all other so-called cities in American were only overgrown villages.” “The bulk” of its people, Hawke continues, “lived as comfortably as any people on earth in the eighteenth century”1—which would suggest that various Londoners had cause to look with envy on their attractions and amenities.


The Swedes, knowing a good site when they saw one, had settled there in 1638, along the Delaware River. By 1682 the Quakers were in charge. Of all improbable subduers of wilderness, the Quakers were possibly the unlikeliest: each one beset and driven by the call to discover for himself, according to Inner Light, the path to righteousness. The new colony of Pennsylvania (“Penn’s Woods”), which King Charles II entrusted to William Penn in satisfaction of a debt owed Penn’s father, became the center of Quaker witness and endeavor. The Quakers were much more, and far more interesting, than the oddly dressed folk on modern-day cereal boxes; they possessed brains and enterprise, so that Pennsylvania, under their aegis, grew and thrived, a symbol of what was possible in the new world, given time and hard work. They were perhaps ideal settlers—thrifty, ambitious, tolerant, peaceable. And devoted to their religious point of view, however off-center that view—owing to doctrinal pacifism and egalitarianism—might appear to outsiders. (The irregularities of Quaker worship were likewise conspicuous: rows and rows of silent participants waiting for the spirit to give one, or many, of them utterance.) Neither the Puritans of Massachusetts nor the Anglicans of Virginia made their respective colonies work so well for them as did the Quakers of Pennsylvania. “There was perfect liberty,” writes the nineteenth-century English historian W. E. H. Lecky, “and the prevailing spirit was gentle, humane, pacific, and keenly money-making.”2 Small wonder that Pennsylvania could be seen as beckoning to the whole world. In poured Anglican, Scots-Irish Presbyterian, and German Lutheran settlers. By 1770 they had reduced the Quakers to a mere seventh of the Pennsylvania’s overall population without diminishing the colony’s prominence and prosperity.3


In Philadelphia, “City of Brotherly Love” and capital of the colony, the appurtenances of civilization were everywhere to be seen, tasted, and enjoyed. Buttonwood and willow trees lined the right-angled main streets. Pedestrians who trod the brick or flagstone sidewalks could rely generally on posts that kept the jurisdiction free of carriages. Merchants with an eye for custom often fitted out the area in front of their shops with cobblestones or paving blocks—an early instance of private-sector initiative to satisfy public needs. Whale-oil lamps suspended from posts illuminated most principal streets from 1751 forward—by which time a Philadelphia deputy postmaster, Benjamin Franklin, was already immersed in figuring out the properties and possibilities of electricity. Within a year, his kite experiment would demonstrate that lightning and electricity were the same. To Franklin, Philadelphians owed a more immediate civic boon—the commencement of mail service three times a week between their city and New York. Service to Virginia and Baltimore and beyond began by 1767, in time to spread new political sentiments about taxation and colonial rights.


Philadelphia’s wealth had fostered not only an aristocratic fox-hunting club with its own uniforms but also shops for the production of chairs, tables, sofas, and tall-case clocks, whose elegance and marks of craftsmanship commend them still to collectors and other aesthetes. Each year from 1749 to 1752 an average of 403 ships cleared port from the city. On a single day in 1754, a Swedish missionary counted 117 large ships at anchor in the Delaware River. Vessels outbound from Philadelphia carried wheat, corn, flour, bread, bacon, beef, barrel staves and headings, lumber, pig iron, flaxseed, furs, and deerskins. From England and the West Indies came sugar, molasses, spices, tools, machinery, kitchen utensils, books, and like necessities of the good life.


Philadelphia, at midcentury, had a library, a fire department, a police force, newspapers, a hospital, and a college. The colonial history scholar Louis B. Wright judged that, for sheer intellectual vitality, no other colonial city was Philadelphia’s match—an observation with which Philadelphians of the era would have happily concurred. A “poetical description” of the city, from 1730 (less than half a century after the Quakers’ coming), held with just a touch of vainglory that “Europe shall mourn her ancient fame declined / And Philadelphia be the Athens of Mankind.” As they became rich, the very Quakers who saw themselves—theoretically—as simple folk increasingly went in for show and display. “Such men,” says the sociologist E. Digby Baltzell, “simply assumed their superior worth.” As did, of course, those wealthy non-Quakers whose numbers were multiplying. A wilderness paradise founded on renunciation, as idealists from Massachusetts southward quickly learned to their discomfort, was hard to protect from the rough realities of life in a rich new land.4


As seat of government for the proprietorship, Philadelphia had not only the gear of commerce but also a State House of special grandeur, where in the course of time grand events would take place. A contemporary reported that the building was “adorned on ye outside with rustic corners and marble panels, between the two stories.” Here the state’s Assembly and Supreme Court met. There was a tower with bell: located, however, in a wooden part of the steeple that was “in such a ruinous condition that they are afraid to ring the bell, lest by so doing the steeple should fall down.” When, in the summer of 1776, there arose a cause for rejoicing, Philadelphians would find means to surmount that difficulty.5 In the 1750s, few if any envisioned a time when the Mosaic exhortation inscribed on the bell—“Proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof” (Leviticus 25:10)—would apply to their local situation. The political temperature of the town was placid, deferential. Prior to 1775, as the patriot statesman Joseph Reed would recall a decade later, “no King ever had more loyal subjects; or any country more affectionate colonists” than the people of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.6




THE FIRST TEST


When John Dickinson returned to his adopted city to commence law practice, the prospects for a Middle Templar endowed with wealth, breeding, and good family were notable. Intellect alone might have commended him to a large and influential clientele. Fortunately, it may be, the eighteenth century lacked the aptitude of successor centuries for artificial measurements of intelligence. We thus have no IQ rankings or test scores by which to rate Dickinson alongside his contemporaries. From his writings and speeches over the years, nonetheless, there emerges a pattern: scholarly knowledge of history and philosophy, the proof of wide reading; a clarity of writing style evidencing clarity of thought and analysis; a facility at the use of historical parallels to illuminate present-day events; withal, a dignity of approach to the most heated questions (not excluding occasional ventures into contempt and sarcasm—our man had a temper, fueled by sensitivity to perceived insult). The intellectual equipment of John Dickinson, on sheer external evidence, was hard to equal, far less surpass, at the middle of the century and afterward. Even among the “demigods” of his time, to give the Founding Fathers the name they sometimes still bear, his gifts were of a superior cast. He could hold his own in any company, including that of the Founder generally represented as his staunchest adversary, John Adams.


Dickinson was no original thinker, nor did he desire to become such. He scoured about, in the best common-law manner, for precedents on which to found his reasonings. The wisdom of the past was his subject matter and inspiration. What the wise and the just had found good and useful—not to mention true—he saw as invaluable matter for examination. The light of the past was just that—light. It shone on the pathway ahead, as on the path behind. Better, by and large, to know the way than to guess at it, was John Dickinson’s stubbornly held notion.


If the head on his shoulders was impressive, the frame that supported it was a different matter. Tall, and thin as a fence railing, Dickinson possessed an arrestingly long nose but also, a good deal of the time, the appearance of illness and fatigue. Uncertain health would dog him all his days. The eighteenth century might have been more generally healthy than previous epochs, but that is not saying so very much. Fevers, agues, gout, malaria, smallpox, and assorted aches and pains stalked the population, picking off the weaker or less happily situated. Dickinson would live to the ripe age of seventy-six, but at times his survival seemed a near-run thing. His illnesses and complaints could lay him low for months at a time, as in England, where during his first summer he suffered from “a most violent fit of fever & ague.” “An uneasiness” in his chest kept him out of London from June until October.7 John Adams, on meeting him for the first time in 1774, at the onset of the First Continental Congress, when Dickinson was forty-one, pronounced him “a Shadow—tall, but slender as a Reed—pale as ashes. One would think at first sight that he could not live a Month.” That was not the whole of it, to be sure. “Upon a more attentive Inspection,” Adams continued, “he looks as if the Springs of Life were strong enough to last many Years.” Indeed they proved so.8 Friend and foe alike would discover there was within John Dickinson a mental toughness of larger advantage to him, no doubt, than everyday heartiness. Any who supposed he might with repetitive or emotional arguments wear Dickinson down had put money on the wrong horse.


The Dickinson who returned to Philadelphia brought with him a sense of occasion and personal destiny. He had already a sense of his capacity to do things—to make a difference in the life unfolding before him. A few months after arriving in London, he had written to his father: “When I see men advanced by their own application to the highest honours of their country, my breast beats for fame!… I quicken at their glory.”9 Back home, he fit snugly enough into Philadelphia’s ambitious and resourceful Quaker culture, in spite of own tenuous ties to Quakerism.


The question of Quakerism’s relationship to Dickinson’s political thinking will arise soon enough in the course of this narrative. Did the Friends have other effects on him? We have noticed earlier Samuel Dickinson’s willingness to see a daughter married outside the Quaker Meeting—and the paternal outrage that flared when the Meeting declared the marriage unacceptable. The episode can only have left a bad taste in the mouths of the family regarding Quakerism. Dickinson, as Isaac Sharpless sums it up in his study of the faith, was “not much of a Quaker.” “His association with Friends was probably, at least in early life, not much more than nominal,” though “in his later life he was closely associated with Friends, and was probably a member.”10 He was not, then, in the fully rounded sense, a Quaker; neither was he not one. “He undoubtedly,” says Sharpless, “represented and dignified the Quaker idea of the presence of liberty”—in a way, perhaps, that made his powers all the more formidable as he defended liberty. In any case, Dickinson plied a professional and social path that crisscrossed denominational lines. Firm and well-schooled Christian as he was, he was anything but sectarian. He would write later of the impossibility, as he found it, of belonging to any organized expression of the Christian faith. All churches had their points; all had their deficiencies. He could not choose, nor would he.11


The man of the law becomes a public figure by virtue of his professional calling. Into the maw of general affairs he can find himself sucked without warning—for that matter, without resistance. So it happened with young John Dickinson. He quickly found law practice agreeable both to his tastes and to his prospects in life. By 1763 he was able to inform his mother, “Money flows in, and my vanity has been very agreeably flattered of late.”12 A fellow Philadelphian, Benjamin Kite, would years later recollect Dickinson’s skills in the courtroom: “J. Galloway and J. Dickinson were my favorite pleaders; the first, perhaps, because he was the head of the party to which my friends belong,—but the other was really a beautiful speaker.”13 Not that he was all usufructs and quo warrantos. Another fellow townsman saw, perhaps, to the heart of Dickinson’s intellectual constitution. His legal knowledge, while “respectable” in the eye of this onlooker, was not preeminent: “his attention was directed to historical and political studies.”14 To put the matter another way, Dickinson was more architect than draftsman, with more of his care and focus brought to bear on vault and clerestory than on masonry. There would be intimations of this trait in his political writings.


Not the least of his achievements, from the wider historical perspective, was to take into his office as apprentice a young Scottish immigrant and graduate of the University of St. Andrews, James Wilson. Wilson was himself destined to become a Founding Father: a signer both of the Declaration and of the Constitution.15 His temperament proved more volatile than his preceptor’s when it came to British infractions of colonial rights; still, the two men’s friendship endured.


Dickinson’s entry into electoral politics had been practically predetermined. He was ambitious; he cared for public affairs; he brought to their consideration a mind of the first rate, steadied by observation and deep reading. Moreover, he lived at a moment whose political necessities increasingly cried out for just those attributes. The year of his father’s death, 1760, marked his accession to politics. That October he won election to the Assembly of the “lower counties,” which was to say, the three Delaware counties that prior to the Revolution belonged to Pennsylvania yet maintained their own legislative body. The precocious and well-connected Dickinson became that assembly’s speaker before moving upstairs as it were, winning a 1762 special election to fill a vacancy in the Pennsylvania Assembly. To his friend George Read he wrote with beguiling candor: “I confess that I should like to make an immense bustle in the world, if it could be done by virtuous actions.”16 He soon enough had his chance. This occurred when the polymathic Benjamin Franklin—as much politician as scientist—proposed a change in the colony’s manner of government. Franklin, with the backing of the so-called Quaker party that controlled the Assembly, sought to place Pennsylvania under the direct rule of the English king, who by this time was George III.


In view of events soon to ensue in English-colonial relations, an obvious question arises: What could Franklin have been thinking about? A deep game of local politics lay at the bottom of the matter. Pennsylvania had outgrown the Penns, who retained executive power over the colony and its 183,000 residents even as the province’s radically democratic Charter of Privileges (1701) provided for both a democratically elected Assembly and liberty of religious conscience. Upon the death of the spaciously minded William Penn in 1718, the proprietorship had devolved upon his widow, Hannah, as executrix for their four sons: John, Thomas, Richard, and Dennis. Thereafter, the semifeudal characteristics of the people-proprietor relationship began to irritate, then vex. In all, the Penns owned 35,361,300 acres, which, according to Dickinson’s nineteenth-century biographer, Charles J. Stillé, they “managed like a large farm, with little regard after the death of the founder of this Province, for the welfare and interests of those who had been induced by him to settle here.” Under William Penn’s grant from Charles II, the original proprietor and his heirs were “true and Absolute Proprietaries,” from whom the Crown exacted only a nominal yearly rent. The Penns—kings of a sort—could grant or lease lands, incorporate cities, and set up manors, towns, and counties. They could make laws to which the “advice, assent, and approbation” of the province’s freemen, or their deputies, was required. Says the historian Winfred Root: “The proprietor was both the absolute lord of the soil and the source of all political power.”17


It was not the government designed by a kindly Nature for a loosely buttoned set of colonists on an unruly frontier, where there was alarm about the Indians and constant feuding over the Assembly’s wish to tax the proprietor’s estates to raise revenue. In late 1763 Presbyterian westerners of mostly Scotch-Irish extraction (a combative race by nature) augmented the tensions by slaughtering some peaceful Indians. They threatened to enter Philadelphia itself, terrifying the Quakers and Anglicans. Nothing in these circumstances quite conduced to the general welfare. Adjustments seemed not merely inevitable but also essential.


Mere adjustment was, nevertheless, the last thing on Franklin’s mind. He sought something like revolution, if in the very odd form of handing over major authority to a hereditary monarch situated abroad. The Assembly, wishing to tax the Penns’ estates, had sent Franklin to London in 1757 (the year of Dickinson’s return to America) to see how the cause might be advanced. Franklin’s five years there as colonial representative had persuaded him that the Turkey carpet, and all tea tables resting upon it, had to be pulled from beneath the proprietors’ feet. Accordingly, as H. W. Brands, a modern biographer of Franklin, puts it, “in the ebullience of his Britishness, he embraced royal rule as the solution to the problems of the province.” He may likewise have wished that a grateful Crown might bestow on him a sizable grant of land once the handover of power was accomplished. The colony’s respected agent in England, Richard Jackson, had assured Franklin as early as 1758 that the Crown could be counted on to protect the rights that Pennsylvanians enjoyed under their charter. Jackson later modified that viewpoint, but Franklin by then had the bit between his teeth. The father of electricity, and of intercity mail service, was no force at which to yawn. He moved with energy and dispatch to perfect his plans. A report in March 1764 by an Assembly committee on which he sat gave tongue to the grievances that many felt against the proprietors. Franklin published the following month a pamphlet furthering his arguments—“Cool Thoughts on the Present Situation of our Public Affairs.” He instituted a petition in behalf of his cause. Some 3,500 signed it.18


What did Assemblyman John Dickinson think of Franklin’s proposal? Thomas Penn had been kind to him in London, going so far as to present him at the royal court. Yet Dickinson, owning no particular animus against the family, could see plainly enough the shortcomings of proprietary government. Did that insight qualify him for conversion to Franklin’s plan for putting the king in charge? Not as matters played themselves out in the Assembly’s internal dispute. In the careful, studious way that would mark all his political interventions, Dickinson came down against the Franklin party—but for reasons that neither faction might have anticipated.


The matter, for Dickinson, rose above the essentially earth-bound question, how bad are the proprietors? Not that our young and ambitious lawyer was completely above personalizing a question of right and wrong. Dickinson disliked and distrusted the leader of the Assembly’s pro-proprietary faction, Benjamin Chew, a fellow Delaware landowner with whom he had clashed over what the historian J. H. Hutson calls “the distribution of power and place” in the three counties.19 Not that Dickinson was any fonder of Franklin’s partner in the royal government battle, one Joseph Galloway: a man only a year and a half older than himself; like himself, a major landowner born to a Quaker family; again, like himself, ambitious. The two men’s paths had not diverged as sharply as they would during the period of intensifying conflict with Britain. Yet temperament and disparate readings of political need already set them apart. The two were destined to become fervent enemies.


Dickinson became almost by default the leader and voice of the tiny party in the Assembly that took the proprietors’ side against Franklin. In thus committing himself, he assumed the vast risk of seeming to back rights that the proprietors exercised in opposition to the interests of most Pennsylvanians. Seeming is the operative word. Dickinson knew well enough the irregularities that arose from proprietary control. He preferred, nonetheless, to talk of matters that he saw as more important in the large perspective of human affairs. Franklin and Galloway said that direct royal rule, through an appointed governor, would improve Pennsylvanians’ lot. Indeed? Dickinson wished to know on what basis his two self-assured colleagues could prophesy with such exactitude. It seemed likelier to him that, imperfect as the order of things might be under the proprietorship, turning the box upside down, emptying its contents on the floor, then refilling it with new ideas and administrative geegaws could badly impair Pennsylvanians’ freedoms. He elaborated his position in a speech delivered to the Assembly on May 24, 1764. The speech was long, filled with complex, graceful turns of phrase that required close attention as he spoke. It was also rich with observation and scholarship.


Conscience had compelled Dickinson to speak. “We ought not to aim only at the approbation of men…. Let us act so that we may enjoy our own approbation… : that we may deserve the approbation of the impartial world; and of posterity who are so much interested in the present debate.” He tried to train his listeners’ attention on considerations larger and more enduring than the grievances of the moment. If Pennsylvanians entertained just resentments regarding the Penns’ stewardship, “let our resentment bear proportion to the provocation received; and not produce, or even expose us to the peril, of producing effects more fatal than the injury of which we complain.” Prudence and good sense ought to reign, not haste and disorder. He quoted Tacitus against men “who despising those things which they might slowly and safely attain seize them too hastily, and with fatal speech rush upon their own destruction.” Such a radical attempt to abolish great grievances “ought not now to be made.” The Assembly should consider the obvious consequences of overthrowing the proprietorship: “The connection between the proprietary family and this Province may be regarded as a marriage. Our privileges may be called the fruits of that marriage,… whenever the parents of an imprudent request shall be divorced, much I fear that their issue will be declared illegitimate.” Whereas the Charter of 1701 accorded the colony “perfect religious freedom,” divorce might lead to establishment of the Church of England. A change of government might lead to the quartering of British troops in the colony. Then what?


Of Pennsylvania’s privileges he said: “They are safe now; and why should we engage in an enterprise that will render them uncertain?… Why should we press forward with this unexampled hurry when no benefit can be derived from it? Why should we have any aversion to deliberation and delay when no injury can attend them?” Let go the hold that Pennsylvanians had on their privileges, “and in an instant we are precipitated from the envied height where we now stand.” He was unwilling “to run risques in a matter of such prodigious importance on the credit of any man’s opinion, when by a small delay, that can do no harm, the steps we are to take may become more safe.” The colonists should wait for “some sign of a favourable disposition in the [British] ministry toward us. I should like to see an olive leaf at least brought to us, before we quit the Ark.” Nor had enough Pennsylvanians—only 3,500—come out in support of the Franklin petition. What of all the rest? “I should chuse to see a vast majority of them join with a calm resolution in the measure before I should think myself justifiable in voting for it, even if I approved of it.”20


Eloquently as he might have spoken, keenly as he might have probed the question, a mere handful of Assembly members flocked to Dickinson’s standard. Besides himself, only Joseph Richardson, Isaac Saunders, and John Montgomery voted the next day against forwarding the Franklin petition to London for royal approval. (Dickinson’s future father-in-law, Isaac Norris, did join him symbolically by resigning the Assembly speakership to avoid association with such a measure.) There was more ado about the matter from Dickinson and his allies, however sparse in number, who drew up and printed their own petition, then circulated it throughout the city, praying that the king “would be graciously pleased, wholly to disregard the said Petition of the Assembly, as exceedingly grievous in its Nature,” and unrepresentative of general opinion in the colony.


Of the enemies Dickinson made by his opposition to royal government, far the bitterest was the proud and touchy Galloway, who went after Dickinson’s arguments with rhetorical mace-and-chain. Each man was deeply offended at the conduct of the other. On their way out of the Assembly that day, writes the historian Benjamin Newcomb, “harsh words passed between [the two]. They quickly squared off and exchanged blows. Perhaps Galloway got the better of the fisticuffs, or Dickinson challenged him to a duel. Physical violence went no further.”21
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