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The Top 10 Things You Might Not Know about the Founding Fathers


1. In 1916, at the Republican National Convention, Warren Harding, then a Republican senator from Ohio, first used the phrase “Founding Fathers” in his keynote address.

2. A number of Founding Fathers were slaveholders, including Benjamin Franklin. However, in 1784, Franklin freed his slaves. He was appointed as the head of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery. The organization was one of the few public antislavery organizations in existence at that time.

3. Signing the Declaration of Independence was not just an act of rebellion by the Founding Fathers, it was also treason to the English Crown. If tried and found guilty, the punishment was hanging.

4. Not all of the Founding Fathers were college educated; in fact, George Washington did not go to college.

5. In one of the more interesting proposals put forth by the Founding Fathers, James Madison of Virginia proposed that congressional salaries be calculated based on the average price of wheat during a congressional member’s time in office.

6. At least twenty-nine of the Founding Fathers served in the Continental army during the Revolutionary War.

7. Six of the Founding Fathers attending the Constitutional Convention were engaged in land speculation: William Blount, Jonathan Dayton, Thomas Fitzsimons, Nathaniel Gorham, Robert Morris, and James Wilson.

8. The average age at which the Founding Fathers died: sixty-seven years.

9. Four of the Founding Fathers attending the Constitutional Convention (Abraham Baldwin, Nicholas Gilman, Daniel of St. Thomas Jenifer, and Alexander Martin) were lifelong bachelors.

10. Nearly all of the fifty-five men who gathered at the Constitutional Convention had some kind of experience in colonial politics. By the time of the 1787 convention, four-fifths or forty-one of the framers had served or were currently serving in the Continental Congress.







Introduction

ELECTION YEARS COME AND go, and so do politicians. But one thing remains constant: invoking the names of the Founding Fathers when trying to score political points with voters. The practice of making comparisons to those men who helped establish the nation is not new, nor is associating the personalities and politics of the Founding Fathers with current political agendas.

In the rush to claim the Founding Fathers for a particular political issue or party, certain facts may be ignored or lost. Truth be told, commanding the legacy of the Founding Fathers is not as simple as it might appear. The Founding Fathers were not a unified, monolithic group. They were a curious mix of occupations and backgrounds: farmers, inventors, merchants, writers, politicians, judges, lawyers, scientists, doctors, and teachers. One was a college president. Three were retired. Twelve were slaveholders. Most were natives of the thirteen colonies. Nine had emigrated from a variety of countries and regions, including England, Ireland, Scotland, and the West Indies. Some were quite wealthy, others were well-to-do, and some struggled daily with financial problems.

They did not share exactly the same beliefs or principles, and they did not always agree with one another. They did not even have a common political agenda. Despite their many differences, these men agreed on one important point: freedom from tyranny was so vital and so precious it was worth risking their property, their reputations, and their lives to achieve it.

When people reference the Founding Fathers, they are often referring to a certain list of names: George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, John Jay, James Madison, and Alexander Hamilton. While these men can be thought of as the primary group of Founding Fathers, in fact the number of men involved in the nation’s founding was much greater. According to historian R. B. Bernstein, author of The Founding Fathers Reconsidered, most historians define the Founding Fathers as a larger group that includes individuals who were not present at the signing of the Declaration of Independence or who helped draft the Constitution, but whose contributions to the building of the United States are still valuable and helped those other Founding Fathers to achieve their goals.

The majority of Americans has likely never experienced a time when they could not think, say, and do what they pleased. Although they must, of course, obey the laws of the land, Americans are free to vote for the candidate of their choice. Americans are also free to criticize those elected to public office. Americans may speak their minds on a host of matters. They are free to work, live, and travel where they please. Americans are free to practice religion as they see fit, or not at all if they so choose. These freedoms that the present generation takes for granted can make it difficult to appreciate the struggles and risks that the Founding Fathers confronted.

That is where this book comes in. It is by no means intended as an exhaustive or definitive source on the Founding Fathers. Many of these men have assumed a larger-than-life status. In some respects, they were most remarkable men who were called on to carry out special duties, but every single one of them was also human. It is our hope that this book will not only show their great accomplishments but also their very human flaws.

The term “Founding Fathers” often refers to those who contributed to the establishment of American independence and the creation of a new nation. We have accepted that conventional definition because there is no compelling reason to change it, and have chosen to feature a number of individuals who played a key role in the fight for independence and/or the founding of the United States. The men chosen for this volume include those who wrote and those who signed the Declaration of Independence. These are the “Signers.” We have also focused on those who crafted the Constitution. These are the “Framers.” Finally, we have incorporated those who do not belong in either of the other categories but who nonetheless made valuable contributions to American independence and liberty.






PART I
[image: ] The World of the Founding Fathers [image: ]


The world of the Founding Fathers encompassed some of the most important events in American history. It was a road that started out as a desire for colonial autonomy from the British Crown that eventually led to a quest for freedom as a new nation. In the process, a war was fought, even as patriot leaders debated and argued over what this new free nation would be. No one had a map or a guide to what constituted this new country. Yet somehow, this seemingly disparate group of men from a wide variety of backgrounds and interests were able to craft a new nation bound by new documents that talked of freedom, equality, and government by and for the people. All very radical concepts made even more amazing in light of the gentlemen who dreamt, argued, and wrote of them.


Quiz: The World of the Founding Fathers, 1754–1789



1. Where was the first shot fired in the Revolutionary War?



A. Boston Common

B. Boston Common

C. Lexington

D. Lexington



2. Who was King of England during the American Revolution?



A. Edward VI

B. Edward VI

C. James I

D. James I



3. What was the name of the German mercenaries who fought in the American Revolution?



A. Hessians

B. Hessians

C. Bavarians

D. Bavarians



4. The Revolutionary War lasted from:



A. 1775–1777

B. 1775–1777

C. 1775–1789

D. 1775–1789



5. The last half of the war was fought in what area of the country?



A. The South

B. The South

C. The West

D. The West



6. Which of the following were taxed by the British to raise money to pay their war debt?



A. Cloth and buttons

B. Cloth and buttons

C. Glass and china

D. Glass and china



7. Which of the following groups was most likely to approve the Articles of Confederation?



A. Those who believed in a strong central government

B. Those who believed in a strong central government

C. Those who feared a strong central government

D. Those who feared a strong central government




8. Which group dominated the American Constitutional Convention of 1787?



A. Former soldiers of the Continental Army

B. Former soldiers of the Continental Army

C. Artisans and working men

D. Artisans and working men



9. Those who opposed the ratification of the Constitution were called:



A. Antifederalists

B. Antifederalists

C. Democrats

D. Democrats



10. What was a major weakness of the Articles of Confederation?



A. It created a powerful executive branch.

B. It created a powerful executive branch.

C. It did not provide for a judicial or legislative branch.

D. It did not provide for a judicial or legislative branch.



Answers

1. C 2. D 3. A 4. B 5. A 6. B 7. C 8. B 9. A 10. C






CHAPTER 1
The Road to Revolution

With the end of the French and Indian War in 1763, the English were at peace for the first time in more than fifty years, but new problems awaited the British Crown. It was clear to British statesmen that the previous decade had been fraught with a number of vexing problems in trying to manage their vast and growing empire. Saddled with a national debt of approximately £175 million, on which the annual interest alone amounted to £5 million, the English government desperately sought new sources of revenue. The colonies were the logical place to look for them. Yet, the experience of the French and Indian War made it clear that extracting money from the colonies would not be easy. The colonists were unwilling to allow Parliament to tax them, and were reluctant to levy taxes on themselves.


The Burdens of Empire

The problems of managing the Empire were compounded after the French and Indian War by a fundamental shift in imperial policy. In the past, the English government viewed the empire as a commercial venture and opposed the acquisition of territory for its own sake. After 1763, a number of English and colonial leaders argued that land itself was of value. Land could sustain a huge population, generate abundant revenue from taxes and other sources, and confer imperial splendor upon England itself.


[image: ]

The French and Indian War was a conflict between Great Britain and France in North America from 1754 to 1763. The name refers to the two main enemies of the British colonists: the French forces and the various Native American forces that allied with the French. The war was part of a much larger world conflict involving Austria, England, France, Great Britain, Prussia, and Sweden.



The territory added to the British Empire as a result of the French and Indian War in 1763 doubled its size. The difficulties of settling, administering, defending, and governing these holdings were immensely complex. Unfortunately, the expansion of the British Empire took place in the context of a worsening debt crisis in England itself. Landowners and merchants staggered under burdensome taxes, and objected to additional levies. Their resentment of the colonists deepened, for they believed that the colonists had contributed little to support a war fought largely for their benefit. They believed that only the imposition of taxes on the colonists could relieve the financial burdens of the empire.

Grenville’s Crackdown

George Grenville, the prime minister of England, like many of his fellow Englishmen believed that the colonies had been coddled for far too long. They should now be compelled to pay some of the costs of defending and administering the Empire, and he quickly moved to increase the authority of Parliament in the colonies. In 1764, Grenville announced the Sugar Act, which was to eliminate the illegal sugar trade between the colonies and the French and Spanish West Indies. In addition, the act provided for the establishment of vice-admiralty courts in America that would try accused smugglers and also discourage the possibility of having cases heard before sympathetic jurors of their peers. The Sugar Act also placed duties on imported sugar, coffee, indigo, and wine.

In September, Parliament passed the Currency Act of 1764, which effectively gave the British Empire control over currency in the colonies. Until this point, colonists only had access to currency through trade with the British Empire. Suffering from a shortage of hard currency, the colonists had created their own paper currency in the form of Bills of Credit, the value of which differed from one colony to another. British merchants and creditors did not like being paid in a currency that wasn’t based on any real value system and could easily depreciate in value. The Currency Act sought to protect them by making paper currency no longer valid for the payment of private debts.

In addition, colonial legislatures were ordered to withdraw all paper currency already in circulation within a reasonable period of time. The rationale for the Currency Act was to end inflation by reducing the money supply. Unfortunately, the colonies were in the midst of a severe depression, and limiting the amount of money available made a bad situation worse. Now colonists could not obtain the money needed to conduct business or to pay increased duties and taxes. In the colonists’ eyes, the British government appeared unconcerned about their economic welfare.

The Stamp Act Crisis

If he had tried, Prime Minister Grenville could not have devised a better way of antagonizing the colonists than by introducing the Stamp Act of 1765, which placed a tax on almanacs, newspapers, pamphlets, legal documents, insurance policies, ship’s papers, operating licenses for taverns and shops, and even dice and playing cards. The Sugar Act of 1764 had largely affected New England merchants, whose business it hampered. The Stamp Act, by contrast, affected all Americans, and as a result, evoked opposition from some of the wealthiest and most powerful groups in the colonies: lawyers, merchants, printers, tavern owners, and land speculators.


The colonists were not as upset about the costs of the Stamp Act as they were about the precedent it had apparently established. Prior to the Stamp Act, taxes were used to regulate trade and commerce, not to directly raise money for the British Empire. Colonists were almost unanimous in their opposition to a direct tax, fearing that if they did not resist, more burdensome taxes would follow. Moreover, Parliament had failed to obtain the consent of the colonial assemblies before imposing the tax. Some of the delegates to the Virginia House of Burgesses proceeded to challenge the legality of the Stamp Act and by implication, the right of Parliament to tax the colonies at all without first securing their consent.
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As with the Sugar and Currency Acts, the economic burdens of the Stamp Act were comparatively insignificant. It was designed to raise £60,000 annually, which would generate about one-third of the estimated £300,000 needed to pay for the defense of the colonies.



Patrick Henry also introduced seven resolutions in which he asserted that Americans, as subjects of the Crown, had the same rights as Englishmen, and that only local representatives could levy taxes on the colonies. Virginians, Henry declared, should pay no taxes except those voted by the Virginia Assembly, and anyone who advocated the right of Parliament to tax Virginians should be deemed an enemy of the colony. The House of Burgesses defeated the most radical of Henry’s proposals, but all of them were printed and circulated throughout the colonies as the “Virginia Resolves.”
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Foremost among the Virginia protestors was Patrick Henry. On May 29, 1765, Henry made a dramatic speech in the House of Burgesses in which he concluded that George III, like earlier tyrants, might lose his throne and perhaps his head if he did not reverse current policies. Henry is reputed to have ended his speech with the famous injunction: “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.”




In Massachusetts, James Otis similarly persuaded his fellow legislators that the Stamp Act was illegitimate. He called for an intercolonial congress to act against it. In October 1765, the Stamp Act Congress met in New York, composed of delegates from nine colonies. They decided to petition the king and both houses of Parliament for redress. The petition conceded that Americans owned Parliament “all due subordination,” but at the same time it denied that Parliament could tax the colonies.

Meanwhile, during the summer of 1765, serious riots had broken out in several cities along the Atlantic seaboard, the most serious of them in Boston. Men who belonged to the newly organized Sons of Liberty terrorized stamp agents and set the stamps ablaze. Many agents hastily resigned, and the sale of stamps in the colonies virtually ceased.
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Certainly one of the most famous groups formed during this period was the Sons of Liberty, created in Boston during the early summer of 1765. The Sons of Liberty were initially a group of shopkeepers and artisans who called themselves the Loyal Nine and were against the Stamp Act. As that group grew, it came to be known as the Sons of Liberty. The group grew dramatically, attracting workers and tradesmen.



The violence in Boston continued to escalate when a mob attacked such pro-British aristocrats as the lieutenant governor, Thomas Hutchinson. Privately, Hutchinson opposed the Stamp Act, but as an officer of the Crown, he felt an obligation to uphold it. For his devotion to duty, Hutchinson paid a high price. An angry mob pillaged and destroyed his elegant home.

The Stamp Act thus provoked serious tension between the British government and the American colonies. The crisis subsided when Parliament backed down. It was not the colonial protests, speeches, resolutions, petitions, or even riots that deterred authorities in London; their attitude changed as the result of economic pressure. Beginning in 1764, many colonists boycotted English goods to protest the Sugar Act. By 1765, they had extended the boycott to include goods covered by the Stamp Act. The Sons of Liberty intimidated those colonists who refused to participate. Having lost their colonial markets, English merchants implored Parliament to repeal the Stamp Act.


The Townshend Acts

In July 1765, the Second Marquis of Rockingham, Charles Watson-Wentworth, succeeded Grenville as prime minister. Unlike his predeccesor, Watson-
Wentworth was more concialatory toward the colonists while trying to maintain the goodwill of English merchants. On March 18, 1766, he engineered the repeal of the Stamp Act. On that same day, Rockingham issued the Declaratory Act, which asserted the authority of Parliament over the colonies “in all cases whatsoever.” In their rejoicing about the repeal of the Stamp Act, most Americans ignored this new, sweeping declaration of parliamentary power.

The English response to Rockingham’s policy of appeasement was less enthusiastic than the American response. English landowners contended that the government had sacrificed their interests to those of the merchants, and feared that the failure to tax the colonies would mean increased taxes on them. George III at last bowed to these protests and dismissed Rockingham in August 1766. To replace Rockingham, the king called on the capable but aging William Pitt, who was so plagued by illness that he turned the actual administrative duties to Charles Townshend, the chancellor of the exchequer.

Townshend was a brilliant but flamboyant, and at times reckless, politician. Among his initial responsibilities was to resolve the ongoing American grievances against Parliament. The most important of them, now that Parliament had repealed the Stamp Act, was the Quartering Act of 1765, also known as the Mutiny Act. This law required colonists to provide living quarters, food, and supplies to British troops stationed in the colonies at the homeowner’s expense. British authorities considered this request reasonable. After all, the troops were in America to protect the colonists from attack and to police the frontiers. Lodging soldiers in private homes was simply a way to reduce the costs of maintaining them. To the colonists, the law was one more threat to their traditional liberties. They did not so much object to housing and feeding troops at their own expense as they resented that the government had made such contributions mandatory.

To enforce the Quartering Act, Townshend pushed two additional measures through Parliament in 1767. The first disbanded the New York Assembly until the colonists agreed to obey the law. The second levied new taxes, known collectively as the Townshend Duties, on goods, such as tea, lead, paint, glass, and paper, imported to the colonies from England.


Townshend made sure that the new duties conformed to the American definition of an external tax. Thus, he reasoned, the colonists could not logically or justly oppose them. Taxing imports was, even apparently in the opinion of most Americans, well within the authority of Parliament. Unfortunately, Townshend’s efforts to resolve the grievances of the colonists were to no avail. The new duties on imports proved no more acceptable to Americans that the former Stamp Tax.
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One outcome of Townshend’s activities was the suspension of the New York Assembly. But that action did not have the effect that Townshend desired. Instead of isolating New York, Townshend’s actions galvanized the colonists to support their besieged neighbors. The colonists now had begun to think of themselves as bound together by a common destiny in the face of a common enemy.



Opposing the Townshend Acts

Leading the colonies in their opposition to the Crown was the Massachusetts Assembly, which circulated a letter to all the colonial governments, asking for colonial resistance to every tax that was levied by Parliament. Written by Samuel Adams (1722–1803), the Massachusetts Circular Letter denounced the Townshend Duties as violating the principle of taxation without representation. Adams also asserted the impossibility of adequately representing colonial interests in Parliament, attacked the proposal to make colonial governors and judges independent of the people, and called for united opposition to British tyranny.

At first, the circular letter evoked little response in a number of colonial legislatures and even encountered strong opposition in Pennsylvania. Besides the Massachusetts legislature, only the assemblies of Virginia and New York favored the positions that Adams had outlined. But then the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Lord Hillsborough, finally responded in a letter in which he warned the colonial assemblies that if they endorsed the Massachusetts Circular, their governing bodies would be dissolved. The members of the Massachusetts legislature defiantly reaffirmed their views, voting ninety-two in favor to seventeen opposed to support the circular letter. This time every other colonial legislature, including the Pennsylvania Assembly, rallied to the support of Massachusetts.


A Board of Customs Commissioners

To complicate matters, Townshend strengthened the enforcement of commercial regulations in the colonies by creating a board of customs commissioners. It was Townshend’s hope that this board, based in America, would finally end the corruption that existed in the colonial customs houses. Townshend’s plan worked up to a point in that the new commission was able to almost completely halt smuggling activities in Boston, although smugglers continued to operate in other colonial seaports (and in fact, sometimes increased their activity to compensate for the crackdown in Boston).

Merchants in Boston, of course, were outraged. Like all colonists, they were long accustomed to the lax enforcement of the law. They were also aggravated that the new commission diverted lucrative smuggling to other coastal cities. As a consequence, they organized another colonial boycott of English goods. In 1768, the merchants of Philadelphia and New York joined them in what came to be known as the nonimportation agreement. Colonists boycotted all English goods subject to the Townshend Duties. Throughout the colonies, American homespun and other domestic products became suddenly fashionable, while English luxuries fell into disfavor. Relations between the Crown and her North American colonies continued to deteriorate, and for the Americans, solutions were becoming fewer and fewer. It was time for more drastic actions.




CHAPTER 2
The Fight for Freedom

With the death in late 1767 of Charles Townshend, the job of dealing with the increasingly difficult colonies fell to the new prime minister, Frederick North, the Second Earl of Guilford. In March 1770, Lord North repealed the Townshend Duties with the exception of the tax on tea. The prime minister’s reasons were not wholly in favor of appeasing the colonists, but in the hopes of possibly driving a wedge between the colonies to stop any further attempts at causing more problems for the Crown. Lord North’s actions offered too little and came too late. Events now began moving faster than English officials could respond to them.


The Boston Massacre

Before the news that Parliament had repealed the Townshend Duties reached the American colonists, an event that took place in Boston raised colonial resentment to a new level of intensity. The British government deployed four regiments of troops to Boston in an attempt to stop the harassment of customs agents. To many Bostonians, the presence of the soldiers was nothing less than an affront as well as a reminder of British oppression of the colonists. In addition, many British soldiers, poorly paid and poorly treated, sought other jobs in their off-duty hours and competed with local workers in an already tight labor market. As a result, there were a number of tense confrontations between the British regulars and civilian workers.

On the afternoon of March 5, 1770, a fistfight broke out between a worker and a soldier. By evening, the fight had escalated into a small riot. Angry bands of citizens and soldiers roamed the streets of Boston. At about nine o’clock, a mob began to pelt sentries at the customs house with snowballs and rocks. The British commander, Captain Thomas Preston, hastily assembled his men in front of the building to protect it. There was a scuffle during which someone knocked a soldier to the ground. In retaliation, the soldiers, on the orders of a person never identified, fired into the crowd. They killed three persons immediately and mortally wounded two others.
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Local leaders transformed this unfortunate event, which was clearly the result of panic and confusion, into the “Boston Massacre”—a graphic symbol of British tyranny and brutality. The victims, including the mulatto sailor Crispus Attucks, became popular martyrs. A famous engraving done by Paul Revere, widely reproduced and circulated throughout the colonies, depicted the massacre as a carefully organized and calculated assault on a peaceful and unarmed crowd.



Only the timely actions of Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson averted a general uprising. Hutchinson bowed to the public’s demand to withdraw British troops from Boston and relocate them to islands in the harbor. Colonial authorities, in the meantime, arrested Captain Preston and six of his men and charged them with murder. John Adams and Josiah Quincy agreed to undertake their defense. At the trial, which took place between October 24 and October 30, 1770, Preston and four soldiers won acquittal. Two soldiers were found guilty of manslaughter, branded on the hand, and released. Despite the verdict, colonial pamphlets and newspapers insisted that the soldiers were guilty of murder.
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Considered to be the man most responsible for stirring up public outrage against the British was a distant cousin of John Adams, Samuel Adams. Samuel Adams had the inclination to view public events in strict moral terms. A failure in business, he had occupied several governmental positions, but his real importance to the emerging revolutionary cause was as a publicist. Adams has been considered to be the most effective radical of the colonial cause.



In 1772, Samuel Adams proposed the creation of a “committee of correspondence” in Boston to publicize throughout Massachusetts the grievances against England. Colonists elsewhere followed Adams’s example, and there emerged a loose network of political organizations that sustained the spirit of dissent throughout the early 1770s.

The Tea Controversy

The apparent calm in the colonies in the aftermath of the Boston Massacre concealed a growing sense of resentment at British imperial policies. The customs officers who remained in the colonies despite the repeal of the Townshend Duties remained difficult to deal with. Many were corrupt and arrogant, using their office to harass local merchants and seaman about real or imagined transgressions over regulations. They also enriched themselves by accepting bribes and illegally seizing merchandise.

What at last revived the revolutionary fervor of the 1760s was a new act of Parliament, which the king and prime minister mistakenly expected not to be controversial. It involved the business of selling tea. In 1773, the British East India Company had accumulated a large stock of tea that it could not sell in the glutted English market; as a result, the company was on the verge of going bankrupt. In an attempt to save the company, Parliament passed the Tea Act of 1773 in which it gave the East India Company the right to export tea directly to the colonies. This allowed the company to bypass the taxes normally imposed on merchants. Although a boon to the company, it hurt American colonial merchants by underselling them and allowing the East India Company a monopoly on the tea trade, while further enraging the colonists.

As if that was not enough to increase colonial tempers, the company also decided to grant franchise rights to certain merchants. This meant they could sell tea in the colonies, but it also generated further resentment among those excluded from this lucrative business. Third, the law provided no new tax on tea, but the original Townshend Duty—the one tax that had not been repealed by Lord North—was still intact. Most important, the Tea Act revived American passions about the issue of taxation without representation.

Lord North mistakenly assumed that the colonists would welcome this new law because it promised a reduction in tea prices. Leaders of the anti-British movement argued that the Tea Act represented one more insidious example of illegal taxation. As a result, many colonists began boycotting tea, an important development in colonial resistance by this time, further linking all the colonies in a common cause.

The Boston Tea Party

During the last weeks of 1773, the leaders of several colonies planned to prevent the East India Company from unloading its cargos in various ports. In Philadelphia and New York, determined colonists prevented the tea from leaving the ships. In Charleston, colonists forced dockworkers to store the tea in a public warehouse. In Boston, after failing to prevent the entry of three ships carrying East India Company tea, local patriots staged a spectacular drama.

At two mass meetings held on November 29 and 30, 1773, the citizens of Boston resolved that the tea must not be sold in the colonies and must be returned to England. Lieutenant Governor Hutchinson, however, refused to allow the ships to return back to England. On the evening of December 16, 1773, a crowd of some 8,000 spectators assembled near the Old South Church to learn whether Hutchinson had stood by his decision not to allow the ships to return to England with their unsold cargo. (He did.) At a prearranged signal from Samuel Adams, three companies of fifty men each, disguised as Mohawk Indians, boarded the three ships, broke open the tea chests—342 in all—and heaved the tea into Boston Harbor. They damaged no other property on board. As news of the Boston “tea party” spread, the citizens of other port cities imitated the example of the disgruntled Bostonians.

The Coercive Acts

When the citizens of Boston refused to pay for the property damage they had caused, George III and Lord North adopted a policy of coercion to be applied only against Massachusetts, which they now regarded as the principal center of resistance in the colonies. In four acts passed between March 31 and June 2, 1774 and known collectively as the Coercive or the Intolerable Acts, Parliament set out to isolate and punish Massachusetts.
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The Coercive Acts included the Boston Port Bill, which closed the port of Boston except to shipments of military supplies, food, and fuel. The Massachusetts Government Act virtually annulled the Massachusetts charter and drastically reduced the powers of self-government in Massachusetts. The Administration of Justice Act permitted royal officials accused of crimes to be tried in other colonies or in England. The Quartering Act required the quartering of British troops not only in barns, taverns, empty dwellings, and deserted buildings, but also in homes.



Parliament augmented the Coercive Acts with the Quebec Act, which was designed to provide a civil government for the French, Roman Catholic residents of Canada and the Illinios territory. The act also extended the boundaries of Quebec and granted political rights to Catholics as well as recognizing the Catholic Church.

Although the Quebec Act was intended to be an extension of religious and political tolerance, to many of the English colonists, the measure appeared threatening. The colonists were already alarmed by rumors that officials of the Church of England were scheming to impose Anglican authority on the various religious denominations. Furthermore, the extension of religious toleration and political rights to Catholics convinced many English colonists that a plot was afoot in Parliament to subject Americans to the tyranny of the Pope.

Sources of Resistance and Authority

Far from isolating and weakening the citizens of Massachusetts, the Coercive Acts made them martyrs in the eyes of many of their fellow colonists. In colony after colony, men and women began to resist British authority with determination and enthusiasm.

The most effective of these new groups were the Committees of Correspondence. Adams had organized the first in Massachusetts in 1772. A year later, in March 1773, the Virginia House of Burgesses appointed an eleven-man standing committee for intercolonial correspondence, the membership of which included Patrick Henry, Richard Henry Lee, and Thomas Jefferson. By July, the legislative assemblies of Rhode Island, Connecticut, New Hampshire, and South Carolina had also formed Committees of Correspondence, and by February 1774, the legislatures in all colonies except North Carolina and Pennsylvania had done so.
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The Committees of Correspondence were an important development in the evolving colonial response to the British Crown. The committees were in effect shadow governments put together by American patriots. These groups met and coordinated organized responses to the Crown as well as sharing information among the colonies. Their power was formidable, and often superseded that of royal officials and recognized colonial legislatures.



The Virginians took the most important step in 1774 after the royal governor dissolved the House of Burgesses. A group of representatives met in Willliamsburg where they declared the Coercive Acts a threat to colonial liberties and called for the establishment of a Continental Congress. In September 1774, the First Continental Congress convened in Carpenter’s Hall in Philadelphia. Fifty-six delegates representing all the colonies save Georgia were present. They made five major decisions.

First, in a close vote, they rejected a plan of union under British authority that Joseph Galloway of Pennsylvania had proposed. Second, they endorsed a statement of grievances that conceded the right of Parliament to regulate colonial trade and acknowledged the sovereignty of the king, but also included a demand that all oppressive legislation passed since 1763 be repealed. Third, they approved the so-called Suffolk Resolutions, which a convention in Suffolk County, Massachusetts had passed.
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The Suffolk Resolutions declared the Coercive Acts illegal, urged citizens to withhold the payment of taxes, and advised the people to arm themselves in defense against a possible British retaliatory attack.



Fourth, the congress agreed to halt all American commerce with Great Britain, by whatever means necessary. Last, the congress agreed to meet the following spring to attend to whatever business was necessary.

The Continental Congress, like the Committees of Correspondence, represented an important turning point for the colonies. With the congress, the colonists had in effect stated once more their autonomy to the Crown, while declaring an economic war.

The more optimistic Americans supposed that economic sanctions alone would win a quick, bloodless, and decisive victory. The more realistic had their doubts and feared that war was on the horizon.

During the winter of 1774–1775, Parliament debated proposals for conciliating the colonists, among them the withdrawal of British troops from America and the repeal of the Coercive Acts. But their efforts were fruitless for in early 1775, a series of measures known as the Conciliatory Proposals were passed. The proposals suggested that the colonists tax themselves instead of being taxed directly by Parliament. However, North underestimated the hostility of American public opinion. In any case, his offer came too late. It did not reach Americans before they had already fired the first shots of their war for independence.




CHAPTER 3
Independence!

For months, the farmers and townspeople of Massachusetts had been stockpiling arms, gathering ammunition, and preparing to fight. In Boston, British commander General Thomas Gage knew of the military preparations that were taking place, but considered his army too small to do anything to discourage them. He also resisted the advice of some officers who believed that the Americans would never fight and would in fact, retreat at the first show of British military power.


Lexington and Concord

At last, events compelled Gage to act. He learned that colonists had created a large supply depot in the town of Concord, twenty-one miles by road from Boston. He decided to strike quickly. On the night of April 18, 1775, he sent a detachment of 1,000 troops under the command of Lieutenant Colonel John Smith to Concord. Gage expected Smith and his men to surprise the colonists and seize the weapons, ammunition, and supplies without bloodshed.
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Unbeknownst to Gage, the patriots in Boston were monitoring the movements of the British forces. During the night, two horsemen—William Dawes (1745–1799) and Paul Revere—rode out to warn the villagers and farmers of the impending arrival of British soldiers.



When the British troops arrived in the town of Lexington the next morning, April 19, seventy armed colonists under the command of Captain John Parker awaited them on the town common. The British regulars and the American minutemen exchanged fire; seven Americans died and ten more were wounded. As they approached the town of Concord, the British learned that the Americans had removed much of the gun powder and ammunition. Still, taking no chances, British troops burned all they could and moved on.

All along the road from Concord to Boston, farmers hiding behind trees, rocks, and stone fences harassed the British with relentless musket fire. Only the arrival of reinforcements from Lexington saved British forces from disaster. By the end of the day, British casualties numbered seventy-four men killed, 174 wounded, and twenty-six missing. Almost 4,000 American militiamen saw action at the battles of Lexington and Concord. Of these, ninety-three were killed, wounded, or missing.

It was not immediately clear that the skirmishes at Lexington and Concord were the first engagements of a war. Many on both sides saw them as simply another explosion of the tensions that had for years afflicted Anglo-American relations. Whether they recognized it at the time or not, the British and the Americans had altered their relations forever. The American War for Independence had begun.


American War Aims

On May 10, 1775, the Second Continental Congress met in Philadelphia, with delegates representing every state except Georgia. The members agreed to support the war, but disagreed sharply about its purpose.

At one extreme was a group of radicals, led by John and Samuel Adams of Massachusetts and Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, who favored immediate and complete independence from Great Britain. At the other extreme was a group of conservatives, led by John Dickinson of Pennsylvania, who hoped that modest reforms in imperial government would permit reconciliation with Great Britain. Most of the delegates tried to find some middle ground between these two positions. They demonstrated their uncertainty about which course to follow in two contradictory declarations that the Congress adopted in quick succession.
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The two declarations adopted by the Continental Congress were the Olive Branch Petition of July 5, 1775, which offered one final, conciliatory appeal to the king. The second was the Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms, adopted on July 6, 1775, which proclaimed that the British government had left the American people with only two alternatives: unconditional submission to tyranny or resistance by force.



The attitude of the American people, for the most part, reflected that of the Congress. Initially, most Americans believed that they were fighting not for independence but for a redress of grievances within the British Empire. During the first year of the war, many Americans began to change their minds. First, as the human and material costs of war mounted, the original war aims seemed too modest to justify them. Second, whatever lingering affection that Americans felt toward the British greatly diminished when British soldiers began to kill their neighbors and when the British government recruited Native Americans, slaves, and mercenaries to fight against them. Third, and most important, Americans came to believe that the British government was forcing them to seek independence by rejecting the Olive Branch Petition in November 1775 and instead enacting the Prohibitory Act, which closed the colonies to all overseas trade and made no concessions to American demands except to pardon penitent rebels.

Common Sense

On January 10, 1776, a pamphlet appeared that galvanized American public opinion in favor of independence. It was called Common Sense, written by an English émigré by the name of Thomas Paine who had arrived in America in 1774. Paine had failed at every business venture to which he had turned his hand, but he proved a brilliant success as a revolutionary propagandist. His pamphlet attacked George III, whom he called the “Royal Brute,” and exposed the folly of seeking reconciliation with Britain. Paine wanted to deflect colonial anger at Parliament and redirect it toward what he believed was the real problem: the English government itself. It was monarchy that was to blame for all the problems the colonists had experienced during the previous twelve years. Simple common sense, Paine asserted, suggested that Americans break free of a government that could elevate so corrupt and volatile a man as George III and permit him to inflict such brutality on his own people.
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Common Sense is reputed to have sold 120,000 copies in the first three months after publication, and to have earned total sales of 500,000 copies. To many of its readers it came as a revelation; the pamphlet was instrumental in helping fan support for the American cause.



The Decision for Independence

After adjourning on August 2, 1775, the Continental Congress reconvened on September 12, and moved tentatively toward endorsing independence from Great Britain. On August 23, George III had proclaimed the colonies in open rebellion. On November 9, news arrived that he had rejected the Olive Branch Petition. On December 6, a little more than a month before the publication of Common Sense, the delegates to the Continental Congress denied any intention to reject the sovereignty of the king but disavowed allegiance to Parliament. Not until July 1776 did the Continental Congress at last opt for independence. On June 11, the Congress appointed a committee to prepare a declaration of independence.

The committee appointed to prepare the declaration of independence consisted of Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, John Adams of Massachusetts, Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, Roger Sherman of Connecticut, and Robert Livingston of New York. Jefferson wrote most of it, with significant editorial assistance from Adams and Franklin. On July 4, 1776, Congress approved without dissent the Declaration of Independence the committee had written, although the New York delegation, advised by the New York Provincial Congress, abstained from voting.
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