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THE

EVERYTHING®
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Book

Dear Reader,
The study of History gives us a standard against which to measure our lives. History is the story of people. Great impersonal forces do influence the course of events, but they are only given meaning through the actions of men and women. We have always lived in a human world, bounded by the achievements and aspirations of people like us. History teaches us the highs and lows of human character. It reminds us that we are capable of the most appalling crimes and the most sublime heroism and self- sacrifice. In showing us what we are, history helps us decide what we are to be.

History is the collective memory of humanity. It provides necessary context for our lives, telling us how the contemporary world took shape. Only by understanding how things came to be can we make informed choices about important issues. Thus History is never boring or irrelevant. History is an invaluable guide as we create our future.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our three useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!

[image: questions]

Answers to common questions 

[image: facts]

Important snippets of information 

[image: essentials]

Quick handy tips 

PUBLISHER Karen Cooper 

DIRECTOR OF ACQUISITIONS AND INNOVATION Paula Munier 

MANAGING EDITOR, EVERYTHING SERIES Lisa Laing 

ACQUISITIONS EDITOR Lisa Laing 

DEVELOPMENT EDITOR Elizabeth Kassab 

COPY CHIEF Casey Ebert 

EDITORIAL ASSISTANT Hillary Thompson 

Visit the entire Everything® series at www.everything.com


For Emily, without whom this would have been impossible, and for Danny, Esther, Patrick, and Michael, for whom it is written.



Acknowledgments 


A book is always a collective endeavor. This book would not have been possible without the support of a lot of people. I would like to thank my wife, Emily; my children, Danny, Esther, Patrick, and Michael; my agent, Grace Freedson; my editor, Lisa Laing; and my colleagues and students at Hanover College.



The Top Ten Things You Might Not Know about 
the American Revolution


1. George Washington accepted no salary during the Revolutionary War, asking only that his expenses be covered.

2. Because of the unpopularity of the war in Britain, the government had to hire German regiments to reinforce its army in America.

3. African Americans served in many regiments of the Continental army, the last time American military units would be integrated until the Korean War.

4. The American Revolutionary War became a world war when France and Spain intervened. Fighting raged in the Caribbean, Europe, and India.

5. Two brothers from Virginia, Richard Henry Lee and Francis Lightfoot Lee, signed the Declaration of Independence.

6. Up to a fifth of Americans remained loyal to the King. Many joined the British army, making the war for independence a civil war as well.

7. The first American constitution was the Articles of Confederation.

8. Roger Sherman of Connecticut was the only man to sign the Articles of Association, the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, and the Constitution.

9. North Carolina and Rhode Island did not ratify the Constitution until after the new government was in operation.

10. One of the original amendments to the Constitution submitted by James Madison was not ratified until 1992, when it became Amendment XXVII.


Introduction 

[image: arrow]THE STORY OF THE American Revolution is an epic that should be better known. Everyone knows a little about the founding of the United States. The Boston Tea Party, George Washington, Bunker Hill, and Valley Forge still resonate for Americans. But few people today realize how long and hard was the struggle to create this nation. The war for American independence lasted eight years. It followed a dozen years of growing tension with Great Britain. Six years intervened between the end of the war and the inauguration of our current constitutional system. Thus the revolutionary period as a whole lasted longer than a generation — a quarter century of densely packed events.

The war itself was an ordeal. One of the longest conflicts in American history, it was also one of the bloodiest. Only the Civil War took a higher toll of the population. The Revolutionary War was itself a civil war. Up to a fifth of Americans opposed independence; thousands fought for the King against the Continental army. Before the conflict was over, it had become a world war. The intervention of France and other European powers provided much-needed support to the American revolutionaries. It also led to fighting around the globe, from Europe to India. The independence of the United States became an international event that had far-reaching reverberations in the period of the subsequent French Revolution and beyond.

The American Revolution forged a nation out of thirteen colonies that had great difficulty learning how to cooperate with each other. The colonies shared a common cultural and legal heritage derived from England — most of the colonists could trace their roots back to the British Isles. Despite this, there were many barriers to unity. By European standards, British America was an enormous place, with great stretches of wilderness separating many settlements from each other. The sense of distance was aggravated by the lack of good roads. The fastest way to travel from one colony to another was by sea. But more than geography divided the colonies. The economies of the southern colonies were dominated by a plantation monoculture, heavily dependent on slave labor. The economies of the northern colonies were more diverse, supported by farming, fishing, and trade. Even religion separated the colonies. In the south, the Church of England predominated, while dissenting churches flourished in the north.

That these thirteen different colonies coalesced into a new nation was a triumph of creative statesmanship. It was not an easy process, and there was much trial and error as Americans moved from the Stamp Act Congress to the Continental Congresses, from the Articles of Confederation to the Constitution. The result of these labors has proved enduring. The United States is now well into its third century of existence, making it one of the oldest and most successful republics in the world.

The Founding Fathers of the United States were not supermen. They were a remarkably talented and courageous group of individuals. While they possessed all the prejudices and provincialisms endemic to the human condition, they found ways to compromise with each other and craft political institutions that both stood the test of time and guaranteed Americans unprecedented liberties and rights. Even when they failed, as with slavery, they laid down principles that would doom that institution in time. It took heroes to create the United States. Some of them, like George Washington and Benjamin Franklin, will figure prominently in the pages that follow.

This book is an introduction to the story of the American Revolution. It will give you the basic facts about what happened and why. Inevitably, much interesting detail has to be left out of an introduction. Many important people and issues can be treated only briefly. Hopefully this book will encourage you to read further about the remarkable story of the American founding.


CHAPTER 1

The English Colonies 

The English colonies were unique in the New World. The Spanish and French colonies were governed by viceroys and governors who reported directly to their monarchs. Spanish and French colonists were unable to develop representative institutions. By contrast, the English colonies were largely self-governing. From an early date, the English colonists were able to establish legislatures that wielded real authority in local matters. This long-established tradition of American political autonomy lay at the heart of the dispute over taxation by the British government following the French and Indian War.

Patterns of Settlement 

In the seventeenth century, England acquired its North American colonies “in a fit of absent-mindedness.” England’s kings were distracted by domestic strife and civil war. The English settlement of the New World was driven by private initiative.

The First Colonies 

Late in 1606, the Virginia Company, an association of merchants interested in the economic possibilities of the New World, dispatched a small fleet of three ships to America. The English made landfall on April 26, 1607, and built a small settlement that they named Jamestown. Over the next months, most of the settlers died of disease. Only the iron discipline established by Captain John Smith saved the struggling colonists. The English settlements in Virginia survived the ravages of disease and fierce wars with the local Indians. The colonists discovered a valuable cash crop in tobacco, which held out the promise of prosperity. In 1619, the settlers organized the House of Burgesses, the first colonial legislature.
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Credited by legend with saving the life of Captain John Smith, Pocahontas did help to bridge the gap between Native American and English culture. She converted to Christianity, married John Rolfe, the promoter of tobacco, and died during a visit to England in 1617.

Far to the north, a small band of religious dissenters known as the Pilgrims established the settlement of Plymouth on Cape Cod. Before landing, the men signed the Mayflower Compact, a social contract for the new colony. The Pilgrims suffered heavily from disease, but their settlement survived to celebrate the first Thanksgiving in October 1621. A much larger and better-organized group of Puritan dissenters organized the Massachusetts Bay Company. Disgusted with what they perceived as the corruption in England, they hoped to establish a godly commonwealth in America. In 1630, led by John Winthrop, they settled near the Pilgrims, founding Boston and six other towns. Massachusetts prospered and absorbed Plymouth.

The Expansion of England in America 

In 1634, Cecilius Calvert, Lord Baltimore, established Maryland as a refuge for England’s persecuted Roman Catholics. Farther south, a group of aristocratic proprietors established the Carolinas in the 1660s. Charleston was founded in 1670. Much later, Georgia was chartered, in 1732.

New York began its life as New Amsterdam, a Dutch settlement. It became New York in 1664, when the English conquered and occupied the town. New Jersey began its life as two proprietary colonies granted to a pair of well-connected owners. In 1702 the Jerseys were united as one royal colony. Pennsylvania also started as a proprietary colony. In 1681, William Penn received his charter as payment for a debt the King owed his father. A fervent Quaker, Penn set out to make Pennsylvania a refuge for all Christians. He encouraged immigrants from across Europe to settle in his colony. Delaware was originally settled by the Swedes. William Penn was given this colony in 1682. In 1703, the colonists in Delaware received their own assembly.
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William Penn wanted all to live in harmony in his new colony of Pennsylvania. He expressed his idealism in the name that he gave to his capital. Philadelphia is a translation of the Greek words for “brotherly love.”

Meanwhile, the Massachusetts Bay Colony grew and prospered. Roger Williams, a minister who clashed with the authorities over the separation of church and state, was banished from Massachusetts in 1635. He and some followers founded the town of Providence. In 1644, Providence joined with some neighboring communities to become the colony of Rhode Island. In 1636, Thomas Hooker, another dissenting minister, left Massachusetts and founded Hartford. This was the origin of the colony of Connecticut, which received a royal charter in 1662. New Hampshire was given to proprietors who failed to attract colonists. It was settled instead by immigrants from Massachusetts. The King made it a royal colony in 1679.

A New Society 

Though deeply rooted in England, the North American colonies quickly developed into distinctive societies. The experience of carving out new homes from what they regarded as a wilderness shaped new perspectives among the colonists. The economic imperatives of a colonial society wrenched many colonists from traditional ways. Over time, the populations of some of the colonies became increasingly diverse, challenging habits formed in villages back home.

A Plantation Economy in the South 

Beginning in Virginia and Maryland along Chesapeake Bay, a plantation monoculture developed. Tobacco became the foundation of the economy.

The concentration on one cash crop led to boom or bust cycles, following the vagaries of the market. Planters competed for fertile land, especially along rivers, which made it easier to get crops to market. Set apart from each other, plantations became largely self-sufficient. This helped discourage the growth of large towns. Because tobacco cultivation eventually exhausted the nutrients in the soil, there was a constant demand for new land, leading to conflict with the Indians.
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America soon came to be seen as a land of opportunity. The heroine of Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders (1722) is transported to Virginia as an indentured servant. In the New World she finds success and security.

Tobacco was also a labor-intensive crop. The earliest planters tried to force Indians into service, but they resisted and fled into the interior. Planters then turned to indentured servants, people who had sold themselves into service for a fixed period of time, usually seven years, in return for passage to America and the promise of some land at the expiration of their term. The supply of indentured servants was never equal to the demand for labor. In 1619, a Dutch ship carrying African slaves made a fateful landfall in Virginia, selling part of its cargo in exchange for supplies. Gradually over the  course of the seventeenth century, slavery became increasingly important to the plantation economy.

An economic pattern similar to the Chesapeake developed farther south in the Carolinas. Here the chief staple crop was rice. A class of wealthy planters established themselves at Charleston, trading in rice, indigo, and naval stores from nearby forests. The planters quickly became dependent on slave labor. By the early eighteenth century, slaves outnumbered whites by a two-to-one margin in South Carolina.

A Diversified Economy in the North 

Though the first settlers in New England came looking for a land where they could practice their Puritan religion without royal interference, they could not ignore the practical necessities of life. Soon they were supporting themselves and prospering by harvesting a variety of natural resources. The soil and climate of New England did not lend themselves to the plantation monoculture of the southern colonies. Family farms raised enough food to feed the population and provide a surplus that could be sold in the south or in the sugar-producing islands of the Caribbean.

To market their agricultural surplus, the New Englanders quickly took to the sea, engaging in commerce with Europe and other colonies. Many New Englanders made a living exploiting the fisheries of the North Atlantic, catching and drying rich crops of fish that fed slaves in the south as well as Europeans observant of meatless Fridays. Taking advantage of their extensive forests, the New Englanders became major shipbuilders as well as shippers. They were soon a major force in the Atlantic trade routes.

The middle colonies of New York and Pennsylvania followed a similar economic path. Initially, New York was chiefly supported by the fur trade with the Indians. New York City gradually grew in importance as a port. Pennsylvania flourished because of a bountiful agriculture. The Quaker merchants of Philadelphia became the wealthiest men in English America.

A Self-Governing People 

American society became much more dynamic and less stratified than the Europe the colonists had left behind. The notion of a social hierarchy was  deeply ingrained in the colonists, but it came to mean something different in a land where making one’s fortune was a genuine possibility and there was no formal aristocracy. Inevitably, social distinctions were narrower and much more fluid in America.

A Taste for Representative Government 

By the standards of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the original thirteen colonies were the most democratic polities in the world. The first Virginia House of Burgesses was elected by all males seventeen years of age and older; only later was the vote restricted to landowners. In the Massachusetts Bay Colony, the vote was initially a privilege of all adult male members of the church. As Massachusetts and New England drifted away from the rigors of their Puritan origins, religious tests gave way to property qualifications. By the eighteenth century, all the colonies extended the vote to men who met the local requirements for personal worth.

[image: 2]

On average the property qualification to vote meant possession of fifty acres of land or property valued at £50. Probably 50 percent of men in the south and 75 percent of men in the north could vote.

In every colony, men with the franchise elected the members of the legislature. There was also a vigorous system of local government. In New England, the famous town meetings became institutions. In the south, politics was centered on the county. Everywhere in North America, the colonists were used to governing themselves with little interference in local affairs by the royal government.

Turmoil and Transformation 

Most of the colonies experienced tensions between the more settled and prosperous areas near the coast and the districts on the frontier, often deliberately underrepresented in the legislatures and vulnerable to Indian attacks. The rebellion led by Nathaniel Bacon against the Virginia authorities in 1676 was one conspicuous manifestation of this enduring conflict.

For much of the seventeenth century and early eighteenth century, the colonies had to rely on their own resources for offensive and defensive wars against the Indians. Some of these wars proved devastating in their effects. In 1675–76, New England was ravaged by a war against Indians led by Metacom — or Philip, as the English called him. Many frontier communities were destroyed. Around 5 percent of the adult population perished. The Indians suffered even more. Thousands of Indians were killed and hundreds more sold into slavery. Their ranks were so decimated that in some cases survivors were forced to seek refuge with other tribes.

An Imperial System 

The King and his government had little to do with the American colonies in their early days. Only gradually did the royal government in London exert its authority over the colonies. Even then, the colonists retained their legislatures and a great degree of control over their affairs.

The Growth of Imperial Administration 

The earliest imperial legislation imposed on the American colonists was economic. The dominant mercantilist philosophy of the day emphasized the importance of monopolizing as much commerce and bullion as possible. Nations regulated merchants and shipping in an attempt to maintain a favorable balance of trade.
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When did England become Britain?

Since 1603, England and Scotland had been ruled by one monarch. In 1706 and 1707, the Parliaments of England and Scotland voted to unite into the Kingdom of Great Britain. From this point on, Englishmen and Scots became British.

Worried about the business enterprise of Dutch traders in the 1640s, Parliament passed a Navigation Act in 1651 that required that all products from the colonies be shipped to other colonies or England in English ships. The Navigation Act was renewed in 1660 and 1661. Certain colonial products, such as sugar and tobacco, could only be shipped to England. Later, rice, naval stores, and furs were added to this list. In 1663, Parliament passed the Staple Act, which required that European goods destined for the colonies first be taken to an English port so customs duties could be levied.

A rudimentary bureaucracy was established to regulate the empire. The King’s Privy Council created the Lords of Trade, later the Board of Trade, to oversee colonial affairs. Parliament strengthened the customs service and created admiralty courts to enforce the Navigation Acts.

King James II tried to exert a more direct control over the colonies. In 1685, he created the Dominion of New England, which merged New York, New Jersey, and New England into one royal province. This experiment, highly unpopular with the American colonists, proved short-lived and ended with the Glorious Revolution. Under James’s successor, William III, a royal governor was imposed on Massachusetts. With the exceptions of Connecticut and Rhode Island, all governors were appointed by the King or by the colony’s proprietor.
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Political disturbances in England could sometimes roil colonial society. The Glorious Revolution of 1688, which overthrew King James II and led to the establishment of a constitutional monarchy, had a series of aftershocks in America. Leisler’s Rebellion in New York and Coode’s Rebellion in Maryland were American uprisings that were inspired by the news from home and driven by tensions within colonial society.

During these years, the colonists began to more systematically articulate a political perspective rooted in both their English heritage and local circumstances. The Americans saw themselves as heirs of the Glorious Revolution, hostile to unchecked and arbitrary power. Some read the writings of John Locke, the great philosophic defender of natural rights and constitutional government. Many more read the essays of John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, who in Cato’s Letters attacked the political corruption of Britain in the early eighteenth century and argued that power always presented a threat to liberty.

The religious revivals of the Great Awakening, which swept the colonies in the 1730s, emphasized a direct and personal connection between a worshipper and God. The Great Awakening weakened the power of the clergy and inclined some to question the political establishment as well. By the mid-eighteenth century, many in the American colonies were little disposed to obey authority they did not recognize.
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The Great Awakening helped draw the colonies together by blurring social and religious boundaries. The evangelist George Whitefield traveled north and south, preaching to crowds numbering in the thousands, impressing even a skeptic like Benjamin Franklin.

Living with the Empire 

The American colonists were able to live easily and thrive economically within the British imperial system. Had the Navigation Acts and other British regulations been rigorously enforced, this might not have been the case. Fortunately for the Americans, throughout the first half of the eighteenth century the British government did not provide adequately for the enforcement of the laws it passed.

The colonies experienced a long period of salutary neglect, during which the imperial authorities interfered very little in American affairs. When Parliament passed the Molasses Act in 1733, placing a heavy tax on the cheap foreign sugar and molasses that the Americans imported from the West Indies, the Americans simply ignored it. Smuggling became an American art form. Despite these acts of defiance, both the colonies and Britain benefited economically from the trade patterns established by the Navigation Acts. The profits generated by this trade were such that the British authorities could reconcile themselves to looking the other way when the colonists occasionally strayed from the law.

Wars of Empire 

One reason the British government largely left the Americans alone was its preoccupation with wars against its imperial rivals. Trade and territory in the New World became the spoils of war in a series of conflicts that Britain fought with Spain and France. The American colonists were drawn into the fighting, eventually playing an important role as auxiliaries of the British military.

Wars with New France 

Over three-quarters of a century, Britain fought a series of major wars with France. The first of these was King William’s War, which ran from 1689 to 1697. This broke out in the aftermath of the Glorious Revolution, with Louis XIV of France supporting the deposed James II. New Englanders captured Port Royal and took part in an unsuccessful attack on Quebec. The Treaty of Ryswick re-established the prewar colonial borders. Neither side was satisfied with this, and it was not long before outright hostilities resumed. Queen Anne’s War lasted from 1702 to 1713. This war was the North American extension of the War of the Spanish Succession. American settlements on the frontier suffered from French and Indian attacks, most notably Deer-field, Massachusetts, which was sacked in 1704.

After a period of cold war, fighting broke out once again. King George’s War ran from 1740 to 1748 and corresponded to the War of the Austrian Succession in Europe. American colonists won the only notable military success of the war in 1745, when they captured the French fortress of Louis-bourg. They were disgusted when the fortress was returned to France at the end of the war.

The Problem of Unity 

New France stretched from Canada through the Great Lakes and down the Mississippi Valley to New Orleans. French America was sparsely populated. In the middle of the eighteenth century, there were only 55,000 French settlers in this vast area, compared to 1,500,000 people in the British colonies. The French held their own in these wars because they had some advantages that counterbalanced their lack of numbers. A high percentage  of the French population was composed of professional military men and expert woodsmen. Interested in fur trading rather than acquiring farmland, the French were better able to acquire Indian allies. The French also benefited from a unified command structure centered on Quebec.

In 1754, the British government encouraged representatives of the colonies to meet at Albany with representatives of the Six Nations of the Iroquois. The British hoped the meeting would improve cooperation against French aggression. Benjamin Franklin presented a plan of union that would have created an American government to negotiate with the Indians. Franklin’s vision included a council of representatives from each of the colonies and a president-general appointed by the King. Both the colonial legislatures and the British government rejected the Albany Plan because each side feared it would give the other too much power. Disgusted, Franklin wrote, “Everyone cries a union, but when they come to the manner and form of the union, their weak noodles are completely distracted.”

The French and Indian War 

The long struggle for colonial supremacy between Britain and France culminated in a conflict that became a world war, fought on three continents — in Europe, India, and the American colonies. The war began in America in —  1754. Two years later, the Seven Years’ War broke out in Europe. Before the war was over, Americans would take part in some of the greatest battles yet fought on the North American continent.

A False Start 

The war began over British concerns about French expansion in the Ohio Valley. A probe led by a colonel of a Virginia militia named George Washington was repulsed in 1754. The next year a much larger expedition of British regulars and American militia led by General Edward Braddock was crushed, with the loss of more than 900 men.

For two years the British suffered one reversal after another. The able French commander Louis Joseph, Marquis de Montcalm, advanced down Lake Champlain, the easiest invasion route between Canada and the British colonies, taking one fort after another. He repulsed a major British attack on Fort Ticonderoga in July 1758, but it would prove to be the last great French victory of the war.

The Turning of the Tide 

The course of the war shifted in 1757, with a change in leadership in London. William Pitt entered the Ministry as Secretary of State for the Southern Department, the office responsible for the American colonies. He was convinced that Britain needed to focus its resources on attaining colonial supremacy. Pitt left the European war in the capable hands of Britain’s ally Frederick the Great of Prussia. He poured troops, ships, and money into the war in America. Along with the rest, he sent two excellent generals, Jeffrey Amherst and James Wolfe.

The British soon went on the offensive. Supplemented by large numbers of provincial troops raised in the colonies, British forces began capturing important French strongpoints. In 1758, Amherst and Wolfe recaptured Louisbourg. Later that year, an army led by Brigadier General John Forbes took Fort Duquesne in the Ohio Valley and renamed it Fort Pitt.

The year 1759 was one of decision. Amherst marched up Lake Champlain, taking French fortresses. Wolfe besieged Montcalm and the main French army at the city of Quebec. On September 13, Wolfe won a decisive victory against the French on the Plains of Abraham outside the city. Both he and Montcalm lost their lives in the battle. The French soon surrendered Quebec. The next year Amherst took Montreal, extinguishing French rule in Canada.
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General James Wolfe became a martyr of the British Empire at the moment of victory at Quebec. Mortally wounded, he heard his troops shouting in victory as they pursued the defeated French. “Now, God be praised,” he said, “I can die in peace.”

Pitt’s American strategy had ended French hopes of an empire in North America. As the war continued, he directed his efforts against French possessions in the Caribbean and India. The Treaty of Paris, which ended the war in 1763, triumphantly vindicated Pitt’s imperial strategy.


CHAPTER 2

Strains to the System 

Following its victory in the French and Indian War, Great Britain was the preeminent European imperial power. Its chief rival, France, was humbled. Britain had conquered vast territories in America and increased its holdings around the world. But triumph brought its own troubles. The British were compelled to wrestle with the enormous difficulties of funding and organizing a new imperial system. Events would demonstrate that it was easier to conquer than to administer an empire.

The Price of Victory 

Following the Peace of Paris, British possessions in North America stretched from the northern reaches of Hudson Bay to the Florida Keys and from the Atlantic coast to the Mississippi River. The French and their Indian allies, who had long terrorized the American colonists, were no longer a threat. The British navy ruled the seas. It protected a global commerce that underwrote British financial preeminence. Already Britain was taking its first steps in an industrial revolution that would make it the “workshop of the world” for much of the nineteenth century. The American colonists shared in the prosperity of Britain’s trade and enjoyed the fruits of it manufactures. Victorious over all foes, King George’s subjects — both British and American — could take just pride in the burgeoning power of Britannia. Now was the time to enjoy the spoils of victory.

The Sugar Act 

A combination of events and economic necessity would soon sour the glorious prospect of 1763. Pitt’s successors had to pay for victory. Within a dozen years the American empire, won so gloriously by the sacrifices of men like Wolfe, would be shattered.

William Pitt was a statesman, not a financier. Through his single-minded determination to crush the French, he had engineered victory in America. But the cost of the armies that took Fort Duquesne, Montreal, and the city of Quebec, and the fleets that sustained them, had been ruinous. At the end of the war, the British national debt had reached the stunning figure of £144 million.

[image: 3]

Of a once vast empire in the western hemisphere, France retained only the tiny fishing depots of St. Pierre and Miquelon off Newfoundland and some islands in the West Indies. The Spanish, forced out of Florida, had been given distant Louisiana as compensation. The southern colonies no longer had to fear raids launched from St. Augustine.

The ministry of George Grenville, which tackled the issue of the debt in 1764 and 1765, was typical of British governments in the 1760s. These governments were short-lived, usually lasting only around two years, relying on the favor of the young and opinionated King George III and fragile majorities in Parliament. Careful, sustained policymaking was difficult in such a political atmosphere.

Pride in Britain’s and Parliament’s achievements in the war united the men who served in the various governments of the 1760s. The empire, even if founded in a fit of absent-mindedness, was now seen as a measure of British greatness. The men in charge of affairs in London believed that imperial policy could no longer be allowed to drift along customary channels as it had for so many years in the past. Pitt’s heirs saw themselves, too, as men of action and decision. They would streamline and render more efficient the machinery of imperial governance. They would address problems that had hitherto been ignored. The well-meaning resolution of these men would lead to disaster.

The British people had been taxed heavily for years, and there was growing unrest in certain influential quarters about the level of taxation. The American colonists, by contrast, were only lightly touched by the British Exchequer, mostly through the regulations of the Navigation Acts; even there the colonists often found ways around paying the necessary duties. Parliamentarians remembered the colonists’ grudging response to requests for money during the war. George Grenville believed it only reasonable that the Americans contribute to defraying the debt of a war that had brought them so many benefits.

In the spring of 1764, Grenville carried through Parliament a series of acts designed to refurbish colonial administration and raise revenue from America. A Currency Act prohibited the cash-strapped colonies from issuing paper currencies. This placated British merchants but hobbled many colonial economies. New regulations essentially ended the period of salutary neglect.

The American customs service was overhauled. Colonists accused of smuggling now had to cover the cost of trial and could no longer sue for damages if their goods were seized unfairly. Most ominous of all from the colonists’ standpoint, a new vice-admiralty court with jurisdiction for all North America was established at faraway Halifax; colonists might be forced to defend themselves in the wilds of Nova Scotia rather than in friendly local  courts. Americans were now faced with the unsettling prospect of the enforcement of the Navigation Acts. Finally, the Sugar Act increased duties on sugar and a variety of other products. For the first time in history, Parliament had passed a tax intended to raise money directly from the American colonists.

The First American Protests 

The American colonies were undergoing a postwar economic slump when word of Grenville’s legislation arrived. A rejuvenated British customs service was hardly welcome. The British government was able to raise ten times as much revenue from the colonies as it had before the Grenville Acts. But however irksome they were, the new laws did not threaten the fundamental prosperity of the colonies. More alarming to the Americans were the principles involved. Over the long period of salutary neglect, the Americans had grown used to governing themselves. They cherished the rights that they perceived had been sanctified by time. One of the ironies of this period is that in the eyes of the American colonists, it was the British government that was behaving in a revolutionary fashion, upsetting all precedent and tradition.

The actions of successive British ministries evoked memories of the seventeenth-century English struggle against royal absolutism. The Americans believed that Parliament threatened liberties consecrated by the Glorious Revolution. The new customs regulations subverted the principles that a person was presumed innocent before being proven guilty and was entitled to a trial by his peers. The Sugar Act imposed taxes on the colonists that they believed could only lawfully be imposed by their own elected representatives. To resist the Grenville Acts was simply to stand up for their liberties as good Englishmen. Opposition centered at first in commercial Massachusetts. The legislation was denounced, other colonies were contacted to coordinate resistance, and a boycott was begun on imported British goods. By the end of the year the nonimportation movement had spread to New York and beyond.

Unrest on the Frontier 

Following the defeat of the French, the British government faced a chaotic situation on the western frontier. The Indians, many of them former allies of the French, were uneasy about future trade policies and concerned about  the inroads of American settlers into their lands. British military authorities and Britain’s Indian Commissioner for the North, William Johnson, worked tirelessly to reassure the Indians and restrain American settlement in the west. But no one could exert effective control over so vast a wilderness.

The Conspiracy of Pontiac 

The British faced their first major test shortly after the end of the French and Indian War. During 1762, the Ottawa chief Pontiac organized a loose confederacy of Indian tribes stretching from the Great Lakes to the lower Mississippi. The confederacy set May 1763 as the date for a general assault on the isolated British posts on the frontier.
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Pontiac was a formidable warrior and diplomat who had supported the French during the war. Following the French and Indian War, Pontiac met with victorious British envoys, including the daring ranger Major Robert Rogers near Detroit. Pontiac became convinced that the new regime would prove disastrous for the native peoples because of the land hunger of American settlers.

Pontiac’s rising proved devastating. Of the twelve forts that were attacked, eight were overwhelmed and their garrisons massacred. Detroit and Fort Pitt were the most significant posts to survive. Pontiac himself supervised the siege of Detroit. He won a battle outside its walls, but his men could not breach the fortifications. For months the situation of the British forces on the frontier was desperate. Relief columns to the besieged forts were badly mauled, and Indian raids terrorized western settlements.

Finally the tide began to turn. Colonel Henry Bouquet defeated a force of Indians at Bushy Run and relieved Fort Pitt. Reinforcements arrived at Detroit. Pontiac’s fragile coalition began to fall apart as tribes began to make their peace with the British. Pontiac himself gave up the siege of Detroit and retreated to his home on the Maumee River. He remained defiant for two more years before finally signing a treaty with William Johnson at Oswego in July 1766. He insisted on honoring the peace, even when his former allies  pressured him to join them in attacking the British again. Pontiac was murdered by a Peoria Indian at Cahokia, Illinois, in 1769.

The Proclamation of 1763 

The war launched by Pontiac galvanized the British government, finally committing it to a path it had contemplated for years. In October it issued the Proclamation of 1763. This forbade settlement west of the Appalachian Mountains and made the western lands an Indian reservation under the ultimate control of the Commander in Chief of the British military in America. In part this law was a well-intentioned effort to remove a dangerous irritant to British-Indian relations and make a lasting peace in the west possible. The British also saw no profit in colonists leaving the settled coastal areas for the frontier. Pioneers like Daniel Boone, who first blazed a trail to Kentucky in 1767, not only left behind the economic network that bound the colonists to the mother country; they also moved beyond any effective British control. Encouraging an exodus to the west made no sense to imperial administrators.

But movement west was very important to the Americans. Already the idea of the west as a societal safety valve, giving the dispossessed a chance to establish themselves on cheap land, had taken firm root. The westerners, many of them poor Scotch-Irish immigrants, were often at odds with the coastal tidewater elites who dominated the colonial governments. In 1764, a group from western Pennsylvania, outraged at the lack of protection they received from the colonial authorities, took the law into their own hands. Known as the Paxton Boys, they slaughtered a band of peaceful Indians and marched on Philadelphia. Benjamin Franklin persuaded them to turn back with a promise of more representation in the legislature.

Frontiersmen such as these disregarded British regulations, but they weren’t alone in resisting the Proclamation. Many leading colonists, including George Washington, were deeply involved in land speculation in the west. The Proclamation line also ignored the claims of the colonies to western lands. Thus the British government angered a wide swath of colonial opinion with a law that it lacked the power to enforce. Successive ministries would make this a habit in the 1760s.

The Stamp Act 

Despite American protests against the Sugar Act, George Grenville pressed on with his program of compelling the American colonies to pay their fair share of imperial upkeep. The troubles on the frontier sealed the British decision to maintain large forces in America. The colonists, despite the bloodshed launched by Pontiac’s conspiracy, saw no need for British forces to remain now that the French were gone. Conditioned by memories of the English civil wars of the seventeenth century and an ingrained distrust of standing armies, they believed that the only purpose for these troops would be to suppress American liberties. The British inflamed these concerns with the Quartering Act of 1765, which required the colonial governments to house and supply these troops. For the Americans this added injury to insult. Colonial legislatures in New York and elsewhere had no stomach for feeding and building barracks for the King’s troops. In a tortuous political process, the Americans were gradually pressured into meeting this new obligation. In the meantime, many British soldiers had to find shelter as best they could.

A Crisis over Stamps 

The year 1765 also saw the passage of the Stamp Act. This was an unprecedented direct tax imposed on the American colonists. Grenville believed that he showed great moderation with this legislation. The revenue derived from the Stamp Act would be applied to the defense of America. All the stamp agents would be Americans. The duties would be significantly less than the stamp tax that people in Britain had been paying for decades.

None of this mattered to the increasingly exasperated Americans. This was the British ministry’s most flagrant assault yet on the tacit social contract that had governed relations between the mother country and her colonies for more than a century. Unlike the Sugar Act, which struck most directly against American merchants, the regulations of the Stamp Act touched great numbers of average Americans. For the first time, the British government was reaching into the ordinary workings of Americans’ lives; most disturbingly, Americans had had no say in this.
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An ordinary colonist did not have to be a political philosopher to see tyranny in the imposition of the Stamp Act. The Stamp Act touched virtually everyone. Legal documents, newspapers, and even dice and playing cards all required the new stamps.

Implementation and Resistance 

Up and down the colonies, the men designated as distributors for the stamps were intimidated into renouncing their office. Only in Georgia were the stamps successfully issued. The most dramatic response to the Stamp Act took place in Boston. A huge crowd of 2,000 angry colonists marched on the home of Andrew Oliver, recently appointed as an agent for the stamps. Oliver was burned in effigy and his house broken into by members of the mob. Thomas Hutchinson, lieutenant governor of Massachusetts, tried to defend Oliver’s home; twelve days later another mob attacked Hutchinson’s mansion, destroyed it, and scattered the remains of his valuable library on the streets. The mob action against Oliver, which resulted in his speedy resignation, was supported by many of the leading political figures in Massachusetts, including James Otis and the cousins Samuel and John Adams. These men condemned the wanton assault on Hutchinson’s home, recognizing that they did not have complete control over the forces that they had unleashed. Benjamin Franklin in Philadelphia, and Henry Laurens, a future president of Congress, in Charleston, had to face down mobs.
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Mob actions were an accepted aspect of eighteenth-century political life, in Britain as well as America. Rioting was a way for otherwise disenfranchised people to influence public debate. Mobs could also act as cover for rich and powerful men who wanted to act forcefully, but anonymously. Such was the case in America during the Stamp Act crisis and later.

America’s leaders sometimes had to catch up to their followers. One man who successfully matched the temper of the times was Patrick Henry, a young member of the Virginia House of Burgesses. Introducing a series  of resolutions defending the rights of the colonies, he made an impassioned speech that shocked a number of his fellow legislators but delighted many of his countrymen. At its close he declared: “Caesar had his Brutus —  Charles the first, his Cromwell — and George the third — may profit by their example. . . . If this be treason, make the most of it.”

The Stamp Act Congress 

In June 1765 the Massachusetts assembly called for a meeting of delegates from all the colonies to coordinate resistance against the Stamp Act. Delegates from nine colonies met in New York that October. The Stamp Act Congress issued a “Declaration of Rights and Grievances,” principally authored by John Dickinson. The Declaration asserted the loyalty of Americans to the King but reminded Parliament that they possessed all the “inherent rights and privileges” of British subjects. The Declaration condemned the recent attempt to tax Americans, arguing that only the Americans’ own legislators could lawfully tax them. Resistance to British taxation was thus a legitimate defense of the American colonists’ constitutional rights.

The Townshend Acts 

The Stamp Act Congress provided the most cogent rationale for American refusal to comply with Grenville’s legislation, but it was not the only expression of colonial unity. In the fall of 1765, an organization called the Sons of Liberty was established in New York and soon spread throughout the colonies. Members of the Sons of Liberty communicated with each other and coordinated efforts to resist the British government. The nonimportation movement against the Sugar Act gained new strength with the Stamp Act. Americans actively boycotted British goods. American ladies took pride in wearing woolen garments made of homespun. This, combined with the effective work of mobs and the Sons of Liberty to make the Stamp Act a dead letter, placed the American colonies in open economic revolt against Parliament.

Townshend Splits the Difference 

The American resistance to the Stamp Act soon began to hurt British merchants engaged in the American trade. Many British voices began to join those of the Americans in advocating the repeal of the offending legislation. The Grenville government fell in the summer of 1765 for reasons unrelated to the crisis in America. The ministry of the Marquis of Rockingham moved to restore harmony. In 1766 Parliament repealed the Stamp Act and cut back on the provisions of the Sugar Act, decisions that were greeted with joy and gratitude in the colonies. Nonimportation was quickly dropped.
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In New York, grateful colonists erected a statue of George III made of lead. A decade later, years of crisis had changed the popular mood, and a Patriot mob pulled the statue down and melted it into bullets for use against the British army.

The King and Parliament wanted an end to the strife with the American colonists. They were not, however, persuaded by American arguments, nor were they prepared to concede what they regarded were their rightful prerogatives in the colonies. Even as it satisfied the demands of the Americans, Parliament passed the Declaratory Act, asserting the power of Parliament to legislate for the colonies “in all cases whatsoever.”

The Rockingham ministry did not last long. In 1766 it was succeeded by a ministry headed by William Pitt, now elevated to the House of Lords as Lord Chatham. Americans were delighted by the return to office of the hero of the French and Indian War. Unfortunately, ill health incapacitated Chatham. Real power in the new ministry fell into the hands of Charles Townshend, Chancellor of the Exchequer.
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Townshend was a superficially brilliant man. He was famously damned by Horace Walpole, who said of him, “He had almost every great talent . . . if he had had but common truth, common sincerity, common honesty, common modesty, common steadiness, common courage and common sense.”

Townshend seized on a distinction that he believed the Americans had made between external taxes, which they accepted, and internal taxes, which they rejected. The colonists had been willing to accept certain duties as part of the regulation of British trade, but they had been consistent in  objecting to any revenue-raising taxes that had not been voted by their own representatives. Townshend’s misunderstanding led him to renew the effort to fiscally subdue the Americans in 1767.

Parliament passed laws increasing the tax on American imports of glass, lead, paint, paper, and tea. Too clever by half, Townshend made it clear that the revenues raised by these taxes would be used to pay the salaries of British officials in America, liberating them from their traditional dependence on colonial legislatures. Townshend also increased the number of customs commissioners in America, created more of the hated vice-admiralty courts, and strengthened the power of British officials to use writs of assistance to search American property without warrants from local courts. Parliament also took another step sure to inflame American opinion by suspending the New York assembly, which had been dragging its heels in complying with the Quartering Act.

A Rebirth of Resistance 

Americans responded to news of this new legislation with chagrin and anger. Many in the colonies had dared to hope that the issue of taxation had been resolved with the repeal of the Stamp Act. Now another British ministry was challenging American rights.

Worse, Townshend’s open attempt to strengthen the hand of British functionaries in the colonies could only be interpreted as a direct assault on American self-government. The traditional control of the salaries of British governors and other officials by colonial legislatures had given the colonists an effective check on the Crown’s executive power. Townshend’s reforms would make it much easier for royally appointed authorities to defy local opinion. The suspension of the legislature in New York was especially troubling. If the British government could abolish the colonial legislatures over differences of opinion, a century and a half of constitutional development was overthrown. It appeared that the British government wanted to leave the colonies naked before its arbitrary power.

“No Taxation Without Representation”

Once again the colonies resorted to boycotts. The Sons of Liberty were reborn to enforce nonimportation, sometimes through violent means. When the new British customs commissioners arrived in Boston in November 1767, they were swarmed by a mob shouting, “Liberty, property, and no commissioners!” In June 1768, some of these commissioners seized the Liberty, a ship owned by John Hancock that was smuggling wine. In response, a crowd attacked three of the commissioners, beating them, sacking their houses, and driving them to Castle William, an island in the harbor, where they were protected by the Royal Navy. The commissioners called for the support of British troops. In due course, four regiments of redcoats were dispatched to Boston.
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After years of confrontation, Americans developed an increasingly sophisticated body of theory defending their resistance to the encroachments of Parliament. A torrent of speeches, sermons, and pamphlets articulated American rights and reiterated the necessity of representative government. The intellectual ground for the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution was being laid.

Letters from an American Farmer 

John Dickinson published one of the most eloquent expositions of the American perspective as a series of articles in the Pennsylvania Chronicle. Styling himself as a simple but level-headed farmer, Dickinson scoffed at the distinction between external and internal taxes. A tax was a tax, and for it to be constitutional it had to be imposed by the representatives of the people. “Those who are taxed without their own consent are slaves,” wrote Dickinson. “We are taxed without our own consent. . . . We are therefore — SLAVES.” Dickinson’s essays found a wide audience on both sides of the Atlantic.
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