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Who shall write the history of the American Revolution?


Who can write it?


Who will ever be able to write it?


—JOHN ADAMS


All politics is local.


—TIP O’NEILL
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Cold Wind, Warm Election


May 1, 1776


Voters kept arriving on Philadelphia’s western outskirts. At the block of Chestnut Street between Fifth and Sixth streets, outside the door to the Pennsylvania State House, the men kicked up dust, a growing crowd of tricornered hats and winter-beaten coats. Soon they were trading insults and threats. It was Mayday of 1776, bright but cold, with a wind blowing from the Delaware River, and the polls had been open since ten in the morning for what one, a visitor, predicted would be “the warmest election that ever was held in this city.” The voters were choosing a new Pennsylvania government. The vote was expected to be close, the day tense and possibly even violent. The State House itself, assertively symmetrical in high Georgian style, spoke only of grace and stability. Cupolas adorned the bell tower, which drew gazes up and heads back as it pierced the sky. Big mechanical clocks celebrated Pennsylvania’s leadership in science and technology. Words from Leviticus proclaimed liberty. In a light-suffused chamber on the ground floor one of the oldest deliberative bodies on the continent—one of the best respected in the English-speaking world—the Pennsylvania assembly, made laws.


But grace and stability hadn’t been evident lately. The assemblymen had moved upstairs to a committee room. They were lending their regular room to the Continental Congress, a body of delegates representing the various American colonial governments. The body had gathered in Philadelphia in 1774 as the First Continental Congress to mount a formal, intercolonial resistance to trade and police policies of England. Colonial governments objected to those policies for violating liberties that Americans believed they were guaranteed by English law. Yet many colonists, in and out of government, objected to the colonies’ joining in opposition. Some deemed colonial resistance outright sedition. Delegates to the First Congress had fought bitterly over how far and how assertively to protest and resist.


Things had grown dire since then. Delegates to the Second Congress, which convened in Philadelphia in the spring of 1775, were now responsible for operating a poor excuse for a military force, optimistically called the Continental Army, which had actually gone to war against the British Army. The shooting had started in April 1775, when British regiments occupying Boston, Massachusetts, where American resistance had been especially confrontational, marched in formation out of town and into the nearby countryside. At Lexington and Concord, country militias confronted those ranks of crack redcoats and the soldiers were sent running back to Boston, harried by guerilla musketmen. With the British troops shocked and humiliated by defeat, militias from elsewhere in New England, and then from the other colonies, hastened to Massachusetts to aid what became a colonial siege, keeping the British occupiers stuck in Boston. In Philadelphia, the Second Continental Congress gave firm support to Massachusetts by forming the Continental Army. The delegates sent George Washington, a Virginia militia colonel with few qualifications other than charisma and an impressive physique, up to Massachusetts to command the army and manage the siege.


Then, late in March, word had come to Philadelphia that the redcoats had burned their own forts and broken their own cannon, and had sailed their ships out of Boston Harbor. Things hadn’t been entirely quiet since then. British ships had shelled and threatened coastal towns. Lord Dunmore, royal governor of Virginia, now operating from a British warship, offered slaves freedom if they’d rise up against their plantation masters. An American expedition to Quebec was in the process of failing. Only a few miles downriver from Philadelphia, two British men-of-war were tacking up and down the bay, patrolling the Delaware’s mouth to stop the city’s trade.


But there had been no invasion. Now that pause was over. The biggest armada in English history was forming, row on row of masts and sails mustering in the harbor at Halifax, Nova Scotia, and transport ships from England, sighted on the high seas, carrying thousands of soldiers, best disciplined in the world, expert at shaking curtains of lead from ranked muskets. Then they would charge, a thicket of blades, to slice bashed-up opponents into piles of gore. British retribution had been a year in the planning. It wouldn’t be mild.
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So the voters outside the Pennsylvania State House this cold Mayday had reason to be frightened and testy and ready to push and shove. The question they had to decide today, under pressures they could never have imagined before, was a terrible one:


Reconciliation with England? Or American independence?


Reconciliation had long been the watchword. The war against England was defensive: that was the position of the Continental Congress and the colonial governments it represented, as well as a fervent belief of many Americans, even patriots. Taking up arms had been justified, after years of Parliament’s abuse, by British troops’ outright military aggression in Massachusetts. The war was supposed to make England see reason and bring Parliament to terms that would restore American liberties. Many colonists, including outspoken American resisters, referred to England as “home” and considered themselves loyal inhabitants of a glorious nation and great empire. They sought nothing more from the war than a quick conclusion and a just reconciliation with the mother country.


But some Americans had a different desire, and it was shocking: American independence. The idea had hardly been spoken aloud until recently. Its boldest adherents were from Massachusetts, which had always taken extreme positions against England; certain well-connected Virginians supported independence, too. In every colonial government and in the Continental Congress, the “reconciliationists” opposed the “independents” with force. Reconciliationists condemned declaring independence as a mad, doomed scheme of Massachusetts extremists.


No colony had been more committed to achieving reconciliation with England than Pennsylvania. And Pennsylvania made its opposition to independence decisive. Already called the keystone, rich and big, the Congress’s host, it was the most influential of the colonies. Philadelphia’s port on the Delaware dominated American trade, and the city was considered the second most important and elegant in the empire. A geographical position between New England and the South made Pennsylvania not only economically powerful but also militarily strategic, capable of fatally dividing Massachusetts from Virginia. And Pennsylvania held political sway over Delaware, New Jersey, Maryland, and New York, which formed a solid middle-colony bloc for reconciliation. Those colonies instructed their delegates in the Congress to pursue peace with England and to vote against any measure that might so much as hint at an American declaration of independence. Thanks to Pennsylvania’s leadership, no effort in the Congress to push for independence could succeed.


But all that might change today. The Pennsylvania assembly was scheduled to begin its new session on May 20 in the temporary committee room upstairs. This election was for new Pennsylvania assemblymen, and a ticket of assembly candidates had announced their support for American independence. If those independence candidates could win a majority in the Pennsylvania assembly, the colony would reverse its policy for reconciliation almost overnight. The assembly would vote to change instructions to Pennsylvania’s delegates in the Congress. So great was Pennsylvania’s influence that an independence assembly elected here today could swing the whole Congress toward declaring independence and making the war a revolutionary one.


Hence the ugly mood. American independence or reconciliation with England? In an election that might determine Americans’ fate, there was no middle ground. The Continental Congress had taken an unaccustomed weekday recess, giving over the ground floor of the State House to receiving and recording Philadelphians’ ballots. Up and down the coast, people on both sides of the question awaited the results with fear and hope. As Pennsylvania went today, so must go the country, and the country was so passionately divided, and the contest in Pennsylvania so close, that nobody could confidently predict the outcome.
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Samuel Adams of Boston was not to be seen at the polls that Mayday. He’d done more than he hoped anyone would ever know to push the Pennsylvania election toward American independence. He made it his business to be anywhere but at the center of what he inspired.


He roomed with his second cousin John Adams near the Delaware River’s loud docks. He’d arrived in the spring of 1775, shortly after the shooting war had broken out at Lexington and Concord, entering Philadelphia in dour triumph. Muffled churchbells tolled to show the colonies’ support for his suffering Massachusetts. Most visitors were overwhelmed by the size, stink, and hustle of the busiest port in America and second-most-sophisticated city in the empire. Some marveled at the broad avenues on a rational grid. Not Samuel Adams. He found little to remark on and nothing to admire or approve in Philadelphia, in the province of Pennsylvania itself, or in the middle colonies as a whole. He’d been called out of his New England country, and out of Boston’s narrow alleys and turning streets, by a duty to make things like today’s election go a certain way. Where he saw frippery and pusillanimity, a saving change must come.


Of what was called middling height (fairly short) and middling build (somewhat stocky), at fifty-three Adams was past middle age, and physical vigor had never been the source of his success. He was shaken by an intermittent, full-body tremor that sometimes made him unable to write. He dressed not just plainly but shabbily. He hadn’t even learned to ride until recently, and then only at the insistence of cousin John, his top deputy, thirteen years younger. John thought nobody as important as Samuel should go horseless and that riding improved health. After some help in mounting, Samuel managed to stay on top all the way from Massachusetts to Philadelphia, enduring the burning and soreness that the saddle would cause any new rider, especially one his age. The Adamses had some flannel drawers made along the way to cushion the seat, and by the time they arrived in town, the younger Adams was confounded. The servants had been whispering that the elder Adams was the better rider.


Samuel Adams had will. And he had a calling. From his earliest days in back-room Boston politics he’d been working against royal elements in government and Parliamentary involvement in Massachusetts trade. For more than ten years he’d been openly harassing royal governors. In the Massachusetts legislature, he authored bills against British trade acts and petitions dissenting from the governors’ enforcement efforts. In the newspapers, under many pen names, he extolled liberty and made vicious attacks both on royal administrators and on citizens who seemed weak in the patriot cause. In taverns, political clubs, and the Boston town meeting he made civic virtue identical with crowds’ fierce street protests. In correspondence with officials in other colonies he fostered intercolonial resistance.


Samuel Adams had pushed Massachusetts toward the shooting at Lexington and Concord, and now he’d gone all the way. England was a irredeemable tyrant, he said, not to be bargained with. A complete break offered the only hope for virtue in Massachusetts and throughout America.


That was treason. The British called Adams a “Machiavel of chaos,” among other things. They would hang him if they could, and his cousin John, too.


He had an official role in Philadelphia as a member of the Massachusetts delegation to the Continental Congress. Unofficially he was that delegation’s boss, or tried his best to be. But his ultimate purpose, in defiance of the hangman, of Pennsylvania, of Congress, of his own delegation, and of anyone else, was to turn the war of defense into a war of offense, and turn America independent.


So he badly wanted pro-independence assemblymen elected in keystone Pennsylvania today. But he never took anything for granted. “We cannot make events,” he’d advised an ally the night before this election. John Adams had a finer ear for a joke than his cousin, a bitterer one, too, and he might have laughed aloud: Who had ever been more audacious in making events than Samuel Adams? Samuel meant it. He didn’t, in fact, make events. He improved on them. At home in Boston he could fix an election. Here he’d done all he could.


For all of his terrible urgency, Samuel Adams always seemed to remain in faith that the chance for irresistible action would soon reveal itself.
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At the polls, violence broke out at about two that afternoon, when a man named Joseph Swift became irate at the presence of so many immigrants.


Before and after marking their ballots and handing them in at the Chestnut Street windows, voters came into the yard behind the State House, a high-walled expanse set with tall trees. Pale new leaves caught the wind while far below, the “independents” and the “reconciliationists” formed knots, glaring and gossiping and rubbing up against each other.


The immigrants who infuriated Joseph Swift were Germans. As a bloc they were known to favor independence. Not that Swift was a loyalist. Hated in most colonies, loyalists had fled to England or Canada or substantially lowered their profiles. Swift was a Pennsylvania patriot, a man about town of old stock, on the board of the biggest hospital and on the vestry of Christ Church, which was more than a century old and whose new steeple made it the tallest structure in the colonies. Men like him supported the Continental Congress and the Continental Army. They were risking their security and possibly their lives to restore liberties. The Germans—“Dutch,” most Pennsylvanians called them—clung to a guttural language, strange food, and incomprehensible newspapers. Why should they be allowed to swing Pennsylvania toward Massachusetts madness, American independence?


In the yard, Swift got the Germans’ attention and told them that, except for what he implied was the ludicrous technicality of their naturalization, they had no right to vote in Pennsylvania. (Immigrants from the mother country were natural by blood.) He drove the point home: Dutch had no more right to vote, he said for all to hear, than Negroes did. Or, he added, Indians.


Philadelphia’s Germans had a well-deserved reputation for toughness. This bunch moved in on Swift. If he’d expected help, he’d made an error. Others in the crowd gathered to watch. As the Germans began pushing Swift around, his friends couldn’t step in. Swift’s bigotry might cause a full-scale riot. The independents, poll-watching and electioneering in the yard, would run through the streets to broadcast it and bring out more of their vote. Swift’s friends started falling all over themselves apologizing to the Germans. The Germans turned on them, too.


In the brawl, Swift managed to shake himself free of the yard and run down Chestnut Street, Germans in pursuit. He fled along the walk against the route of voters, eastward toward the Delaware, arriving at the mansion of one of the city’s wealthiest merchants. Breathless and shaken, Swift was taken in. His pursuers were left in the street.


The independents back at the State House took heart from that fracas. Their hope soared at about 6 P.M., when the sheriff closed the State House door with voters still arriving. Voting was concluded for the day, the sheriff shouted. It would resume at nine the next morning. But less genteel voters couldn’t take time off during the workday. They had to vote before nine and after six. Closing the polls seemed to disenfranchise them. The voters started haranguing the sheriff. They demanded that the election continue. They refused to disperse.


The sheriff threw the door open. People flowed in. To the satisfaction of the independents, voting resumed on the authority of the voters themselves. Late that night, when at last the independents went to bed, they had reason to think they would awaken to a new day for America.
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The election results told a different story.


On May 2, when the results started coming in, it became clear that voters had rejected the new ticket. They’d returned to the Pennsylvania assembly a majority of establishment lawmakers whose purpose was to ensure that Pennsylvania’s delegates in the Continental Congress blocked any move for American independence.


The majority had spoken. Reconciliationists up and down the coast could look forward to an end of Boston extremism. The war would remain defensive, legitimate, restoring old rights and keeping America within the empire.


Samuel Adams had other ideas.
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Samuel Adams and the secret meeting


May 3


Two days after the independents’ failure in the Pennsylvania election, three Philadelphians came to the rooms Samuel and John Adams shared near the Delaware waterfront. These men were frequent visitors. Samuel Adams had been plotting with them for months, often with John in attendance. Today had turned rainy and cold, and it was getting late, but they had to assess the disastrous election results. They needed a new way to bring about American independence.


They tried to leave no detailed account of their discussions. Samuel Adams closed some letters with “burn this.” John saw him time and again throwing papers in the fire, or in warm weather, shredding and throwing them out the window. Samuel took few chances with leaving records for the British or for history.


The men in the Adamses’ rooms were Thomas Young, James Cannon, and Christopher Marshall. None was a delegate to the Congress or a Pennsylvania assemblyman. With other less than reputable men like Thomas Paine, Timothy Matlack, and Benjamin Rush, they formed a group of outsiders. Aside from Paine, they were unknown to the rest of the country, and until recently Paine had been the most obscure of all. Yet they’d begun taking over Philadelphia city politics, as well as politics throughout Pennsylvania. Samuel Adams believed he could not bring about American independence without them.


Thomas Young was the most flamboyant. He was a doctor, an occupation by no means considered refined, and he hadn’t gone to the medical college in Edinburgh, Scotland, where more genteel physicians were certified. Young grew up in the Hudson River valley of rural New York. That made him, in colonial terms, a westerner. Tall, virgin timber and stumpy farm plots, cut from fearsome mountains and foothills, could inspire unusual American minds to improvisation. At the age of six Thomas Young was reading, memorizing, and reciting philosophy and science. At seventeen he was apprenticing in medicine while teaching himself Latin, Greek, German, Dutch, and French, important to medical practice. He soon had a firm grasp on botany, the science by which drugs were made.


In colonial America, insiders ruled and backwoods brilliance like Young’s rarely led to wealth. He was poor most of his life. Sometimes he had no taxable property at all. By 1776, committed to the secret Philadelphia coalition with Samuel Adams, he had a sickly wife and six children.


Yet in the 1750s, when still in his twenties, Thomas Young began treating poor farmers in the hilly country near Amenia, New York, and he began to have ideas. He’d named Amenia himself, out of his romance with the classics (the Latin word amoena means “pleasing to the eye”), although nobody would ever be sure of what he meant by it. He was a talker, deeply self-educated, and he could be funny. He played Mozart on the violin. He liked to repeat the searing thoughts of Voltaire, the famed philosophe. None of those accomplishments endeared him to local authorities, and in 1756 he was indicted for blasphemy. He’d been heard calling Jesus a knave and a fool—and then, in case anyone wasn’t sure whom he had meant, he explained that this Jesus was the one people called the son of a virgin. Reason should be “the only oracle,” Young put it in a long paper embracing Voltaire. Like Voltaire he could be unreasonable in pursuit of reason. He was forced to apologize publicly for his remarks about Jesus.


In the early 1760s he briefly had cash to invest, and he hoped to put it into some land far to the north, plots in the forbidding forests of the Green Mountains between New York and New Hampshire, an area that was not part of any colony. The plots were offered at low prices by a man whose claim was said to be derived directly from the Indians and certified by the crown. Thomas Young’s idea was that these Green Mountain lands might be bought and improved by ordinary people. Everywhere in colonial America, merchants were sewing up land and industry, living high by collecting rents from tenants while lending them money at exorbitant interest rates. Merchants were often known, as a class, as “the creditors,” their dependents as “the debtors.” Foreclosure could be epidemic.


Young envisioned terminally indebted farmers and landless laborers forming townships in the Green Mountains. In hardworking, small-farm prosperity, they would live free of oppression by the greedy.


That idea was squashed by the government of New York, which challenged the investors’ claim. New York had been lobbied by what Thomas Young deemed a monopoly of those very merchants from whom he was hoping to free people, rich land-jobbers far better capitalized than he and his friends. Young got angry. When Ethan Allen, a young friend from nearby Salisbury, Connecticut, began buying and selling Green Mountain plots in defiance of New York and soliciting people from northwestern Connecticut to emigrate northward almost en masse, Young gave approval, counsel, and support. (In Salisbury, he’d schooled Allen in Voltaire.)


Young liked to name places. Advising Allen’s supporters to name their new area, he proposed Vermont, from French vert and mont, after the Green Mountains. With Young’s encouragement, Ethan Allen became the fearsome strongman of Vermont, a legendary outlaw, and he published Young’s paper on the sacredness of reason under his own name as Ethan Allen’s Bible.


And around Amenia, when tenant farmers began rioting against landlords, Young gave them support, too. In 1763, he published a startling pamphlet. Common people, not the rich, are the rightful repositories of liberty, Young wrote. Workers, he now believed, should enjoy not just equal but actually superior rights against land barons who loll around on the sweat and struggle of others. Government should give protection to all citizens and, if anything, favor the unprivileged. Or else government should be overturned.


The colonies were just then coming into conflict with the home government in England. The American language of rights and liberty might have seemed to offer hope for the sweeping social change that Young was proposing. Certainly there was plenty of crowd action, and Young sought it out. He began to move about the country. He brought his wife and growing family from town to town.


But he gave American patriots a problem, and he had a problem with them. His desire to place government in the hands of artisans, mechanics, small farmers, and laborers in no way accorded with the philosophy of the leaders who had begun resisting new British trade laws. Those leaders called themselves “Whigs.” Merchants, landowning gentlemen, politicians—the very kind that Thomas Young loathed—Whigs didn’t look forward, like Young. They thought of themselves as embodying the oldest English traditions in government. They found precedent for American protests in the signing of Magna Carta in 1215 at Runnymede, when barons forced King John to accept limitations on royal power. In Article 52 of Magna Carta, the king agreed that he could not take property at will, by levying a tax, say, or just moving his retinue into someone’s castle. He could take property only by consent of the property owner. Liberty, in the Whig view, meant security in property, and that required consent in government and legal restraints on power.


In Whig theory, such consent was best given through elected, representative bodies like the House of Lords and House of Commons, delegated to sit in Parliament at the king’s court and represent the propertied interest there. Houses of Parliament were responsible for determining whether a king’s demands for financing were well-justified and worthy of consent. American Whigs recalled with excitement the grand progress of representation in English government.


In the Civil War of the 1640s, the monarch overreached so badly that Parliament felt justified in waging war on him and cutting off his head. American Whigs’ favorite writers were still the Civil War “liberty” writers, the theorists James Harrington and Algernon Sidney and the poet John Milton. The story climaxed in the great settlement of 1689, when the last Stuart king was deposed and William and Mary acceded to the throne. In documents that Whigs revered—among them the Bill of Rights and the Act of Settlement—peace came to England through well-documented limits on royal power, “constitutionally,” as Whigs liked to say. The king was “in Parliament,” part of a government that properly balanced the interests of king, lords, and commons.


Liberty had triumphed. Yet in the Whig view, it was always at risk. English Whigs had long scorned “Tories,” those whom they saw as enthralled by and dependent upon royal power, decadent throwbacks, Whigs thought, to Civil War royalists. In the 1760s and ’70s, with the growing colonial resistance to England, American Whigs began to use the term Tory to refer to apologists for British policy, and to anyone else whose commitment to resisting that policy seemed less than complete.


For like their English forebears, American Whigs were championing representative government. The rights and powers of their colonial assemblies seemed under attack by British government. Parliament had levied taxes that the colonial representative bodies hadn’t consented to. Americans saw themselves acting in the spirit of the Magna Carta, of Harrington and Sidney and Milton and what they called “the good, old cause.”


The problem for Dr. Thomas Young, as he went from town to town making a loud case for giving power to poor and laboring people, was that representative government had never involved the participation of people like that. American objections to the policies of king and Parliament were based precisely on the Whig principle: an ineluctable connection between liberty and private property. American governments granted representation to those with property in excess of a certain value. Others did not qualify to vote. Because those who owned only enough property to qualify to vote might feel sympathy with those who didn’t qualify at all, even more property was required to hold office. Political power was concentrated, to Whigs rightly and naturally, in property. Thomas Young’s ideas made him few friends among Whig patriot gentlemen. They called him an incendiary, a scourge, a bawler, low-class.


His time in Boston, however, was well spent. Arriving there from Albany in 1766 with an upstart medical practice, Young caused his usual controversy. He was accused by an established doctor of causing a patient’s death. In letters to newspapers, Young called the other doctor a blockhead, and Boston doctors called Young a quack. Boston’s Sons of Liberty, dedicated to resisting both the royal element in Massachusetts government and Parliament’s incursions on American rights, by no means a working-class club, included members like Dr. Joseph Warren, an established Whig physician. Dr. Warren had good reasons for disdaining Dr. Thomas Young.


Samuel Adams, however, a leader of the Sons, took a different view. He was running the Boston town meeting in opposition to British government. He assessed the new doctor. The two men differed sharply. Young was still spouting antireligious ideas, and Adams was an inveterate Calvinist. Young was preaching working-class democracy, tantamount to anarchy to Adams. But Young suggested putting any enemy of liberty to death, and while Adams might not have phrased it that way, he knew what Young meant. He placed Young in two town committees. As Adams expected, the doctor turned out to be a powerful organizer.


The Sons of Liberty needed working-class turnout in protests and riots, and Young helped them get it. Boston had Puritan roots. The town didn’t sanction Christmas and Easter; it associated those holidays with rituals of the Roman Catholic church, which many colonists feared and loathed above all other institutions as a tyrannical perversion of Christianity, the Whore of Babylon. Instead Boston licensed an anti-Catholic holiday, Pope’s Day. Called Guy Fawkes Night in England, Pope’s Day occurred on November 5, anniversary of a failed Catholic plan to blow up the houses of Parliament. Every year, Boston’s laborers took to the streets to savage the pope of Rome as the Antichrist. It was a day of scabrous mockery and misrule. Boys lorded it over men. Poor people went from fine house to fine house demanding money from the prosperous, to be spent on all-day feasting and drinking. Two gangs, one from the South End and one from the North, performed military drills and held parades before separate reviewing stands. The parades featured garish costumes, with a huge pope in effigy and boys dancing in feathers as the pope’s demon helpers while mock-threatening the crowd. Then the two gangs fought. The winning gang was entitled to burn the loser’s pageant materials on a hill. The night ended with bonfires in the streets.


Thomas Young helped bring the North and South End gangs together in Stamp Act protests. The Sons of Liberty held political versions of Pope’s Day, civic pageants viciously satirizing the effects of British intrusions. One event turned into a full-scale attack on the home of a stamp-tax official. Gangs entered his home and smashed things up.


Even Dr. Warren had to admit Dr. Young’s effectiveness in the cause, but Warren and others like him would have been nervous, too. Was the crowd’s object really British oppression? Or was it local wealth? Pope’s Day misrule was extending itself into everyday politics. Patriot leadership didn’t want society topsy-turvy, except on certain holidays. But Thomas Young did.


Samuel Adams wasn’t afraid of losing control of Boston. His next plan would lead to the decisive accomplishment of Thomas Young’s Massachusetts period, critical to Young’s success, ten years later, in the secret Philadelphia coalition. Adams showed Young how a self-appointed network could seize political power. Typically, groups dissenting from an official policy communicated with one another to establish a unified opposition, outside government. Adams realized that such “committees of correspondence” could instead be formally created by town meetings—the local governing bodies throughout Massachusetts. The Massachusetts assembly was always in danger of being shut down by the royal governor. But the governor had no power to shut down town meetings. With Thomas Young doing the riding and talking around the colony, Adams used committees of correspondence to coordinate the separate town governments in a single, disciplined organization. Each committee of correspondence was supposedly responsible to the town that had created it. But schooled by Adams and Young, each committee pressed its town to adopt resolutions against the governor and Parliament. Those resolutions had the force of law. The town committees thus came to serve as a shadow legislature, encouraging Massachusetts toward the crisis of April 1775, the shooting war at Lexington and Concord.


Samuel Adams was characteristically quiet about his innovations in organizing, Dr. Young characteristically exultant. He said that he and Adams had made some heads reel. His loud enjoyment and bad reputation had consequences. In the early 1770s, when British soldiers were occupying Boston, some of them assaulted him. He got away, and with his growing family fled Boston for Newport. Hearing a rumor that he would be arrested there, in 1774 he escaped to Philadelphia. There he met James Cannon.
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Of the idiosyncratic personalities in the secret meeting at the Adamses’ on May 3, James Cannon was Dr. Young’s temperamental opposite. He was the quiet one. But he was deadly effective. A mathematician by training, a teacher by trade and inclination, Cannon was at once analytic and creative. He’d been figuring out how to take the organizing that Young had learned in Massachusetts to a new extreme, for purposes far beyond resisting England.


Cannon and Young had education and poverty in common. Cannon was born in 1740 in Edinburgh. He came to Pennsylvania at twenty-three, earned his bachelor’s degree from the Academy and College of Philadelphia, and began teaching math there in the early 1770s. Teaching was neither prestigious nor well-paying. Educated immigrants used the job as a springboard up and out. Some went on to became lawyers and merchants. Some even made fortunes. James Cannon was still teaching his courses at the college right up until his death in 1782. In the 1770s, teaching of another kind was helping him change Pennsylvania.


Cannon shared with Young the desire to transform workers’ lives. Philadelphia was more than its broad streets, brick mansions, hectic docks and markets, thriving trade, and august government. Merchants, a small group of families, held more than half the city’s wealth. They lived in showy splendor. But many of the rest were impoverished. Not far from the State House lived residents of the Bettering House, run by Quaker merchants. The idea behind it was not just to feed and clothe hungry, cold people, though it was emphatically not to give them political power. According to the Quaker merchants, paupers were victims of their own moral degradation. The idea was to “better” them. Before the founding of the Bettering House, the city had responsibility for relief, offering small supplies of food and firewood to help families get ahead at home. The Bettering House took responsibility off the city’s hands. Families moved into the house, where they were separated by sex, preached to, and made to spin, weave, and dye cloth. Unemployment was growing. Low pay destroyed many families employed in the hardest kind of work. By the mid-1760s the number of paupers toiling in the Bettering House reached a record high.


In 1775, James Cannon co-founded an alternative: the United Company of Philadelphia for Promoting American Manufacturers, or the American Manufactory. Since local merchants had made agreements against importing British goods, and there was also a huge pool of unemployed workers, Cannon and his partners saw an opportunity to give ordinary people fair and steady employment by making affordable domestic cloth. The company was radical in both operation and purpose. It didn’t give alms or lectures. Women spun at home, at will, around other responsibilities and brought work to the factory for dyeing and weaving. The board of directors was composed of artisans and lower-middle-class businessmen, well connected to the poor of all neighborhoods, religions, and ethnicities. Overhead was low, and families stayed together.


Here was Cannon’s and Young’s shared vision of the American future. Output at the American Manufactory grew quickly while that of the Bettering House kept falling. Meanwhile the factory became a headquarters for radical ideas about labor and politics.


Social differences between city and country had often been deemed decisive, but now James Cannon began to think otherwise. Like Young’s New York, Pennsylvania had western backcountry, many days’ ride from the capital. In the pine barrens and tortuous mountain passes, settlers’ lives could be a bitter struggle. With predatory creditors making the foreclosure crisis perennial, more and more settlers were giving up dreams of ownership and working as day laborers on the farms and in the factories of their creditors.


Cannon began linking the slums to the backcountry. Poor and laboring people in colonial America, excluded from legitimate process, often rioted, as Young’s Amenia neighbors did, for debt relief. They seized courts where debt cases were heard, boycotted sheriffs’ auctions of foreclosed farms, and rescued debt prisoners. Such events were called in Latin mobile vulgus, for “a readily movable crowd,” shortened to “mob.” But crowds tended to act spasmodically. They organized to correct an immediate situation, then subsided.


Amid the growing conflict with England, crowds in Pennsylvania gained new purpose. As in other colonies, many Whig committees formed to enforce boycotts on British trade, draft petitions, and organize protests. In June 1774, Philadelphia artisans and mechanics—craftsmen and shopkeepers who had formed their own patriotic society—walked to the State House, twelve hundred strong. A committee of gentlemen was meeting there to work up a good Whig response to the worsening situation in Boston. The artisans forced their way in and interrupted the meeting. They denounced it. They refused to call it a Philadelphia committee and mocked it as an upper-class interest, “the Merchants Committee.” They demanded it change its character and its name and begin acting in genuine public interest. To that end, they demanded their own participation.


This was a startling moment. Whig leadership everywhere was trying to keep the working class focused on liberty, on property and representative right, and not on social equality. But here in Philadelphia an organized working class was demanding participation in a new political process. Under pressure of that demand, Pennsylvania’s patriot committees grew and changed. The Pennsylvania-wide Committee of Safety, created by the assembly and run by the usual elites, remained socially conservative, as did the Philadelphia County committee. But the city of Philadelphia’s Committee of Inspection and Observation, charged at first with enforcing boycotts against England, and then with maintaining day-to-day order during a difficult period, began to play a decisive role both in resisting England and in influencing government across the colony. And it was the most susceptible to working-class influence. Called successively the Committee of Forty-Three, the Committee of Sixty-Six, the First One Hundred, and the Second One Hundred, and known colloquially as “the City Committee,” it soon drew one third of its membership from artisans and small manufacturers.


The committee began demanding social change. It petitioned the assembly against laws artisans deemed unfair. It demanded assembly votes published in roll-call form, to make government accountable. It went so far as to demand public galleries in the assembly room. City Committee leadership was becoming, if not identical with, then at least intertwined with the American Manufactory and the artisan movement. The committee made recommendations to the assembly, which the supposedly higher and more official body often found hard to decline.


James Cannon wanted more. Artisans were elected to the committee, and in a few cases even to the assembly itself, but those were master craftsmen, with enough property to vote and hold office legally. The people hadn’t yet smashed the connection between the right to vote and ownership of property. The opportunity for truly radical change came with the shootings at Lexington and Concord in the spring of 1775. Throughout Pennsylvania, militias began drilling, both official and unofficial. The ad hoc militias were known as “associators.” Soon, with the battalions of regular provincial militia in Philadelphia, there were thirty-one companies of Philadelphia militia, as well as fifty-three battalions of associators spread across the countryside and backcountry.


In every militia unit, Cannon realized, rank-and-file soldiery came from the least privileged class, the unpropertied, the nonvoting. Militia privates added up to thousands of men, and militia service was one area of official life in America that did enjoy a democratic process. Men elected some of their own officers. Musters were scenes of drinking, socializing, and public debate.


If that armed, trained force were to organize itself throughout the militia, turning Pennsylvania’s military force into an institution dedicated to its own interest as a class, it would be literally irresistible. The protection of Pennsylvania depended on these men. If, as one, they demanded the vote regardless of the property qualification, how could they be denied?


By late 1775, Pennsylvania’s lower-class white men, urban and rural, had transformed themselves politically. They were represented by the Committee of Privates, a cross-Pennsylvanian body elected by privates in every militia unit. A first in labor history, the Committee of Privates was also a school of class politics. It was managed in part by Cannon, who wrote many of its resolves and circular letters, and it was connected to the American Manufactory and the City Committee. Yet the Committee of Privates developed itself in a manner, the Privates themselves felt, that was reminiscent of the New Model Army, with which the English Puritan Oliver Cromwell had triumphed over royalist forces in the 1640s. Just as American Whigs had tales of Runnymede, where barons made King John sign the Magna Carta to guarantee security in property, and just as Whigs pored over books by the liberty writers Harrington, Sidney, and Milton, so did working-class democrats have their own history and fable. In the Putney debates, held in a church in Surrey, England, in 1647, soldiers known as Levellers had argued that they should be given the vote. A Leveller tailor named George Joyce, a cornet, lowest rank in Cromwell’s army, led five hundred men on his own authority in agitating for fairness for his class. Folk tradition had it that Joyce personally arrested the king and stood beside the executioner when the royal neck was severed.
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