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Chapter I

The Mature of the Revolution

I HE DOMINANT trend in recent Amer-

ican historiography—though by no means uncontested so far as

the American Revolution is concerned, is to treat it as quite unique

in that it was either no “revolution” at all, or, if a “revolution,”

then a conservative one. This interpretation, while not new, as

we shall show, clearly does form part of the general pattern of

the “New Conservatism” that has been so significant an ideo-

logical phenomenon in the United States in the years since World

War 11.

Among the more explicit of this school is Professor Daniel J.

Boorstin, whose work {The Genius of American Politics, 1953)

may be used as characteristic of its views. Boorstin finds: “The

most obvious peculiarity of our American Revolution is that, in

the modem European sense of the word, it was hardly a revolu-

tion at all.” He notes that this view is the one promulgated for

generations by the Daughters of the American Revolution
5
but

he refuses to allow anything, even this coincidence, to keep him

from announcing the result of his scholarly pursuits. Hence

.

“The more I have looked into the subject, the more convinced

I have become of the wisdom of their [the Daughters ]
naivete.

As a matter of fact, Boorstin ends up slightly to the Right of

the Daughters, for while they had always insisted that the Ameri-

can Revolution was not a revolution but merely a colonial rebel-

lion, Boorstin adds that it was a “conservative colonial rebellion”

since it was “notably lacking in cultural self-consciousness and

in any passion for national unity.”

9



10 The American Revolution

The new feature in this conservative revisionism, of which

Boorstin’s work is so striking an example, is its abundance and

its starkness. Its essence may be found in the observations of De
Tocqueville, made a century ago, to the effect that the United

States was democratic without ever having had a democratic

revolution. It is present, too, in the writings of some professional

historians of earlier generations; for example, of John Fiske, in

the late 19th century, and of G. A. Koch and Reginald Coup-
land, in the 1930’s. The latter, an English historian, in his stimu-

lating study of The American Revolution and the British Empire

(1930), found the Revolution remarkable in that it was made
by a “prosperous, not on the whole ill-governed, largely indeed

self-governing people” and so he could only explain it as being

“almost entirely a matter of theories and principles.”

Similarly, in the present period, writers like Louis Hartz and
Robert E. Brown see the revolution as coming not because of

oppression but because of freedom; the American revolutionists

sought stability, not change. Indeed, if there were any “revolu-

tionists”

—

i.e., any who sought drastic change—they were the

inept, deluded and misinformed British King and his Ministry.

Hence, as Hartz says in The Liberal Tradition in America

( 1955 ) ,
“this makes radicalism irrelevant to the American Revo-

lution.” The Americans did not “join in the great Enlightenment

enterprise of shattering the Christian concept of sin” and “did

not share the crusading spirit” that one finds in real revolutionists

as those of France and Russia.

This, again, is similar to the earlier view of Charles M.
Andrews who insisted that the Americans were seeking nothing

but the “rights of Englishmen,” that these rights “had nothing

to do with democracy and represented nothing that was in ad-

vance of the age in which the colonists lived” and that therefore

the (so-called?) revolutionists “contributed little or nothing to

the cause of progressive liberalism or to the advancement of those

democratic ideals.”

Robert E. Brown, in his effort to prove that the colonists

sought to preserve and not to change, made of colonial society

an advanced “middle-class democracy” and so pictured the

Revolution purely in terms of separation from an England which
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was seeking to destroy an already existent democratic social

order. Where he offered detailed evidences of the considerable

advances that had been made towards elementary political demo-

cratic forms in some of the colonies, Brown’s study is important

—though hardly as new as he would have the reader believe, for

very much the same point may be found in Edward Channing’s

study of the Revolution published in 1912, and even earlier in

W. E. H. Lecky’s work on 18th century English history.

But in affirming the “middle-class democratic” character of

colonial America, Brown exaggerates to the point of absurdity:

“Except for the inhabitants of a few towns, the people from

Nova Scotia to West Florida were farmers. They were motivated

by a spirit of industry which was unfettered and unrestrained

because each person worked for himself, not for others.”

Such a view is remarkable not only for its ignoring of such basic

colonial enterprises as commercial trading, fishing, fur-trading and

land-engrossing; it is even more remarkable for its ignoring of

the entire Indian population and the 35 per cent of the non-

Indian population which consisted of chattel slaves and of in-

dentured servants. Surely they would have been astonished to

learn that they were “unfettered and unrestrained” and that they

“worked for themselves.” And, of course, ignoring the unfre ^

ignores the classes that owned them and profited from their

labor.

A variant in the effort to take the revolution out of the Ameri-

can Revolution consists of ascribing the outbreak to errors in

judgment and failings in temperament. That is an essential thesis

of Charles R. Ritcheson’s British Politics and the American

Revolution (1954)—mutual misunderstanding and bungling by

the respective leaders produced the fighting. Similarly, Richard

B. Morris, in his The American Revolution (1955), after an-

nouncing that his subject “refuses to conform to the Marxist

pattern,” makes its occurrence depend upon the existence in

Britain of an insufficiently astute administration which did not

know how “to reconcile the demands of imperial security with

that measure of self-government which colonial maturity

justified.”

Another reflection of the impact of conservative revisionism
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is writing which does not go so far as to deny the revolutionary

content of the Revolution, but which apologizes for its existence.

John Richard Alden, for example, in his The American Revolu-

tion (1954), guardedly writes that “he believes that the thought

and conduct of the American patriots are ultimately defensible,

that the Declaration of Independence is in the last analysis

justifiable.” And Max Savelle described the event in 1952 as

though it were a supreme example of human failure:

The American Revolution was one of the great tragic events

of human history. Two societies, each led by a body of able and

sincere men, and each motivated by the highest ideas it knew,

came to an impasse over the question of the true nature of the

Imperial constitution. When they finally arrived at this impasse

neither side could retreat without the sacrifice of its highest

political ideal. It is difficult to imagine a more colossal example

of the tragic consequences of sheer misunderstanding and stub-

born unwillingness, in the name of principle, to compromise.

No matter how the Revolution is evaluated, however—and w^e

shall, of course, offer our own views on this matter in due course

—there remains the related, but yet distinct problem of account-

ing for its occurrence. On this question there is truly an enormous

literature, the most significant features of which we shall now*

summarize.

A still widely prevalent view is that which may be character-

ized as economic determinist, a view subjected to severe buffeting

in the past generation and one which, in its time, made im-

portant contributions. Emory R. Johnson, in his History of Do-

mestic and Foreign Commerce of the United States (1915), ex-

pressed this succinctly

:

The Revolution in America was fought to secure commercial

and industrial freedom through the establishment of political

liberty. . . . The Revolutionary War was fought to secure

freedom of trade and to obtain home rule in the levying of

taxes for the support of the government.

Similar is the conclusion of J. Franklin Jameson in his very^

significant study. The American Revolution Considered as a

Social Movement ( 1926) :
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... of the deep underlying causes, which for a generation had
been moving the American in the direction of independence,

none was so potent, according to all the best testimony, as the

parliamentary restrictions on the trade of the colonies.

Other writers, taking the economic determinist view, add em-

phases on difTerent economic conflicts, as those involving heavily

indebted planters, threatened land speculators, thwarted manu-
facturers, and harassed investors in fur, fish or forest.

A view very much like that of Johnson and Jameson was held

by Edward Channing, the young Charles A. Beard and the

young Louis M. Hacker. Here the essence remained economic

determinist but the expression was Madisonian and redolent with

terms suggesting conflicts between difTerent propertied groups

and classes. Thus Channing opened the third volume of his

monumental History of the United States with these words:

Commercialism, the desire for advantage and profit in trade

and industry, was at the bottom of the struggle between Eng-
land and America; the immutable principles of human associa-

tion were brought forward to justify colonial resistance to

British selfishness. The governing classes of the old country

wished to exploit the American colonists for their own use and
behoof; the Americans desired to work their lands and carry

on their trade for themselves.

The Beard-Hacker version did not differ substantially from

this, though its use of words like bourgeoisie and its concentra-

tion upon conflicting needs of British mercantilism and rising

American capitalism led some, like Charles M. Andrews, to con-

fuse their views with the outlook of historical materialism—

a

confusion expedited, at least in the case of Hacker’s work, by the

fact that the author himself then fell victim to such confusion.

There is also a substantial body of literature, clustering about

the names of scholars like George L. Beer, Lawrence H. Gipson,

Lawrence A. Harper, Oliver M. Dickerson, and Curtis P.

Nettels, which offers differing views as to the actual impact of

the Navigation and Trade Acts, the weight of restrictions upon

manufacturing and currency, the period when these and other

mercantile measures began to adversely affect the colonial econ-

omy. These writings are of great consequence, and some of their
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findings will be reflected in later pages, but in terms of funda-

mental causative analysis, similarities are greater than differences

and in that sense they add little to the schools already sketched.

Some historians deny that economic conflict between the

propertied groups of England and the colonies was significant

in producing the breakaway. A good example is Eric Robson’s

posthumously published study of The American Revolution

(1955). This scholar found himself unable to discover “any in-

exorable economic forces which were inevitably drawing the

colonies towards revolution”; he thought, rather, that “conflict-

ing political ideas, not tea or taxes, caused the secession of the

colonial peoples from the British Empire.”

In rather lonely splendor stands Thomas J. Wertenbaker. He
found in his study of the Revolution in New York, Father

Knickerbocker Rebels, (1948), that: “When the colonists placed

themselves outside the British Empire they were sacrificing far

more in an economic sense than they gained, and they all knew

it. In other words, the Americans rebelled in spite of the eco-

nomic situation, not because of it.”

Wertenbaker joins some other historians in his view that the

revolution was due to politics
—

“the Americans rebelled against

Great Britain because they insisted upon governing themselves”;

but he is unique in maintaining that the economic pull was all

the other way.

There are many scholars who take an eclectic approach to the

origins of the Revolution and attribute it to the existence of a

myriad of discrete and separate “factors”—^the economic, the

political, the social, the religious, the climatic, the psychological,

and others. Through the infinite multiplication of “causes,”

cause itself is liquidated.

On the other hand, there have been some scholars who have

taken a more dialectical view and in doing so have offered fresh

insights. A pioneer work in this regard was Charles H. Lincoln’s

Revolutionary Movement in Pennsylvania, 1760-1776, published

in 1901. Lincoln noted—and this fact w^as especially marked in

Pennsylvania—that the revolutionists “were more eager to obtain

independence within their own state than to throw off the

British connection.” He continued:
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The national movement furnished the opportunity for which

the dissatisfied people throughout the province had been wait-

ing, and the result was a double change of government. . . .

The purpose of this work has been to show the interdependence

of the colonial and national revolutions.

Elsewhere in the same volume, Lincoln added another com-

ponent, though he nowhere developed this thought, namely,

that in the 17th and 18th centuries a highly variegated peoples,

although predominantly English, came to the colonies and that

they found here “utterly dissimilar environments” from those at

home and so developed needs and institutions unlike those in

Europe.

Lincoln did see clearly an inter-imperial struggle and an intra-

colonial struggle and he sensed the merging of the two in the

nature of the Revolution—at least so far as Pennsylvania was

concerned—and this marked a pushing forward of historical

comprehension.

This thesis was stated more pointedly and applied more gen-

erally in the first book from the creative pen of the late Carl

L. Becker. In his History of Political Parties in the Province of

New York, 1760-1776, published in 1909, Becker pointed out

that there were two questions central to the revolutionary ferment

prior to 1776: (1) home rule, and (2) who was to rule at home.

Later writers, notably Arthur M. Schlesinger in his Colonial

Merchants and the American Revolution (1918), and the more

recent work of Merrill Jensen, have added fresh evidence and

substantiation of this view, which, despite some attacks in the

past and most recently in the work of Robert E. Brown, remains

illuminating and basically sound.

In the enormous range of writing by Charles M. Andrews,

dealing with the colonial and Revolutionary periods, one can

find significant expressions of the dialectical quality of history.

Though, as we have seen, Andrews insisted mistakenly, I think

—^that the Revolutionary effort had nothing to do with the

question of democracy, he did express very interesting views as

to the nature and origin of that effort.

Thus, in an article in the American Historical Review (Janu-

ary, 1926) he found an inherent contradiction in the position

of England and its colonies as at the root of the separation:
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On one side was the immutable, stereotyped system of the

mother country, based on precedent and tradition and designed

to keep things comfortably as they were; on the other, a vital

dynamic organism, containing the seed of a great nation, its

forces untried, still to be proved. It is inconceivable that a

connection should have continued long between two such yoke-

fellows, one static, the other dynamic, separated by an ocean

and bound only by the ties of a legal relationship.

Though Andrews does not spell out here why one system was

“static” and the other “dynamic,” he does, in this passage, sug-

gest the maturing of a revolutionary social process which is more

helpful than the “infinite-factor” school of narration, and much

richer than the mechanical, economic determinist views.

Again, certain analytical passages in his magnum opus reflect

the same awareness of social-developmental processes. Thus, in

the second volume of Andrews’ Colonial Period of American

History there is this paragraph

:

The separation from the mother country was more than a

matter of revolutionary warfare for eight years. It was a cen-

tury long process, without dates and without boundaries,

whereby little by little, features of English law, constituted

authority and precedent, land tenure, and other conditions

ingrained in the minds and habits of Englishmen at home, such

as were neither needed nor wanted in the colonies, were being

one by one altered, reduced, or eliminated altogether. In that way
and for that reason independence of the mother country had

been won in many directions before the Treaty of Paris of 1783.

In the fourth volume of his work, Andrews has more exposi-

tion of the details of this “separation.” Furthermore, he places

the matter more clearly in terms of social contradiction and

antagonistic interests, though he one-sidedly confines the matter

exclusively to the question of England versus the colonies

:

England’s determination to centralize authority at Whitehall

and Westminster; to maintain her colonies in a permanent state

of subordination, politically as well as commercially; to deny

them tlie status of self-governing communities, refusing privi-

leges asked for and denying many that were already enjoyed; to

consider her own prosperity and security before the welfare of

her outlying dependencies, whose “rights” as we call them

today, she neither recognized nor understood; and to belittle
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protests from America as the work only of agitators and radi-

cals—all these things must be taken into consideration by anyone
who wishes to understand the circumstances that brought on

the American Revolution.

Andrews clearly felt that ideas and considerations such as are

expressed in the paragraphs that I have quoted were beyond the

ken of the Marxist writer. This was due to the fact that he did

not comprehend historical materialism—a failing made crystal-

clear in the concluding sentences of the last volume of his

Colonial History.

There Andrews attacked what he thought was “the Marxian

doctrine” as enunciated by Beard and Hacker, but actually was

an economic determinist view. Andrews felt it was “untrue to

fact to say that there was any one grievance common to all

[colonies] and that grievance solely commercial or industrial.”

He saw more to history than “a clash of economic interests” and

concluded

:

To emphasize the economic aspects to the exclusion of all

else is to interpret human affairs in terms of material things

only, to say nothing of the spiritual power necessary to use these

material resources for human welfare, to ignore the influence

of sentiment and morality, and to underrate the rich and varied

stuff of human nature, the distractions of statesmen, and the

waywardness and uncertainty of events.

Marxism ignores none of the forces mentioned by Andrews.

Marxism does not see the American Revolution “exclusively” in

terms of “commercial or industrial,” or, one might add, agrarian,

grievances. Marxism does deal with “England” more realistically

than did Andrews, for even Disraeli acknowledged that there wa.s

more than one “England” and the class differences in England

were certainly of the greatest consequence in the origins, conduct,

and conclusion of the American Revolution. Marxism sees “the

colonies,” also, more realistically than did Andrews, for these

colonies were themselves class-stratified societies (as so much of

Andrews’ own narrative makes clear) and this fact, too, is of

decisive consequence in comprehending the nature of that so-

ciety and the changes therein and the demands raised by differ-

ent classes and groups within the colonies. Without this as a



13 The American Revolution

base, nothing in colonial history, and certainly not the struggle

to achieve independence from Great Britain, makes sense.

Marxism, in viewing the economic factor as ultimately decisive,

does not think of
^^economic factor” in the narrow sense as this

or that particular economic conflict or economic interest. The

economic factor in the Marxist outlook, is itself the offshoot of

the basic economic foundation—the mode of production, the

resulting relations of production, and the social superstructure

arising from them, bulwarking them, and effecting them. In this

sense, is the economic factor ultimately the decisive one in the

historical process, a process which manifests itself, of course,

through the activities of human beings. This lies at the heart of

historical materialism, its view of class roles and of historical

dynamics. It is quite different from considering any particular

economic item or “factor” as determinant; and it insists upon

the interpenetrating, complex—dialectical—quality of life and

history.

It will not be amiss to quote Marx’ own definition of historical

materialism, where he gives this in the fullest form. This is the

philosophical outlook of the present work’s author; moreover, in

present-day American scholarship it is usual to combat “Marx-

ism” without having ever really studied it, let alone extensively

quote from Marx himself. The passage occurs in the preface

which Marx wrote for his book, A Contribution to the Critique

of Political Economy (1859)

:

In the social production which men carry on they enter into

definite relations that are indispensable and independent of

their will; these relations of production correspond to a definite

stage of development of their material forces of production.

The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the

economic structure of society—the real foundation, on which

rises a legal and political superstructure and to which corres-

pond definite forms of social consciousness.

The mode of production in material life determines the

’social, political, and intellectual life processes in general. It is

not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but,

on the contrary, their social being that determines their con-

sciousness.

At a certain stage of their development, the material forces

of production come in conflict with the existing relations of
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production, or—^what is but a legal expression for the same

thing—^with the property relations within which they have been

at work before. From forms of development of the forces of

production these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins

an epoch of social revolution.

With the change of the economic foundation the entire im-

mense superstructure is more or less rapidly transformed. In

considering such transformations a distinction should always

be made between the material transformation of the economic

conditions of production which can be determined with the

precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious,

aesthetic or philosophic—in short, ideological forms in which

men became conscious of this conflict and fight it out.

Just as our opinion of an individual is not based on what he

thinks of himself, so can we not judge of such a period of trans-

formation by its own consciousness; on the contrary this con-

sciousness must be explained rather from the contradictions of

material life, from the existing conflict between the social forces

of production and the relations of production. No social order

ever disappears before all the productive forces for which there

is room in it have been developed
;
and new higher relations of

production never appear before the material conditions of their

existence have matured in the womb of the old society itself.

The most notable recent sustained efforts to deal with the

American Revolution from a Marxist viewpoint have come from

Herbert M. Morais and William Z. Foster. In both cases very

much more richness is apparent than Andrews would grant could

come from this outlook.

Morais, in his splendid brief survey of the first two-hundred

years of American history {The Struggle for American Freedom,

1944) devotes eighty pages specifically to the Revolutionary War.

His analysis is summarized in this paragraph

:

The first American Revolution was the product of two gen-

eral movements: the struggle for self government and national

independence and the struggle among the American people

themselves for a democratic order. The Revolution there-

fore had an external aspect, the colonial war of liberation

against Britain, and an internal aspect, the mass upsurge

against anti-democratic elements. It ushered in the modern

era of revolutionary struggles and became the prototype of a

whole series of bourgeois-democratic upheavals in Europe and

colonial uprisings throughout the world.
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Foster’s views are given, with somewhat different emphases, in

his two volumes. Outline Political History of the Americas

(1951), and The Negro People in American History (1954).

In the later volume, Foster quotes the well-known estimate of

Lenin—in his Letter to American Workers (1920)—that the

American War for Independence was “one of those great . . .

really revolutionary wars of which there have been so few.”

Foster goes on to say that the revolution “dealt a mighty blow to

feudal reaction and greatly stimulated democracy all over the

world.” He characterizes the Revolution as “a bourgeois revolu-

tion, with strong democratic currents within it.” Earlier, in the

same book, he spells out certain of its features in this manner:

“The first American Revolution was a violent economic, political,

and military collision between the young colonial capitalism

striving to grow and acquire independence, and the dominant

British capitalism, which sought to stifle and restrict it.”

In his earlier volume, Foster added the very stimulating

view that the American Revolution was the first and the major

one of “the American hemispheric revolutions” that continued

on into the next century. He presented it as a revolt for colonial

national liberation against burdensome domestic conditions and

pressing grievances; and he emphasized its international char-

acter. Moreover, Foster placed this hemispheric revolution

within the larger world revolution against feudalism, or the

world-wide movement from feudalism to capitalism, and he saw
the development of political democracy as a central feature of

such a change. He recognized, of course, national differences in

revolutionary development, depending upon local variations in

conditions, but saw the above aspects as basic and present to a

greater or lesser degree throughout the Americas.

The American Revolution was the result of the interpenetra-

tion of three currents: The fundamental conflict in interest be-

tween the rulers of the colonizing power and the vast majority

of the colonists; the class stratification within the colonies them-

selves and the resulting class struggles that marked colonial his-

tory which almost always found the British imperial power as a

bulwark of the reactionary or the conservative interests in such

struggles; and the developing sense of American nationality.
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transcending class lines, which resulted from the varied origins

of the colonies’ peoples, their physical separation from England,
the different fauna and flora and climate of their surroundings,
their different problems and interests, their own developing cul-

ture and psychology and even language, their own common his-

tory, and from their own experience of common hostility

—

varying in degree with place and time—towards the powers-
that-be in England.

These currents were inter-related; each reacted upon the
other. Of course, to have a colonial revolt one must have a

colony and in this sense the American Revolution, which was
centrally a war against the colonizing power, rested ultimately

upon the antagonism of interests between the rulers of England
and the American colonists as a whole. And basic to that an-
tagonism was the conflict between a rising bourgeoisie in the
colonies and a restraining bourgeoisie in England.
Adam Smith, in his classical Wealth of Nations (1776), put

the matter this way: “To prohibit a great people from making
all that they can of every part of their own produce, or from em-
ploying their stock and industry in a way that they may judge
most advantageous to themselves, is a manifest violation of the
most sacred rights of mankind.”

This struggle between two conflicting national propertied in-

terests is not one to which the Marxist can be indifferent. The
colonial bourgeoisie was the young and straining one which
sought control of its national market as a necessary preliminary
to its growth; it was exactly this control and this growth which
the British rulers would deny. They would deny it because they
themselves had control through a monopoly on trade, the proces-

sing of finished goods, credit facilities and world-wide marketing
know-how.

The denial inhibited the fullest growth of productive forces

and was therefore reactionary. In this sense, also, the banner of

the young, colonially-restrained American propertied interests

with the notable exception of the slaveowners, bore the demo-
cratic emblem.

Again, in democratic mass struggles which were so central a

feature of colonial life, it was characteristic—from Bacon’s Re-
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volt in 1676 to the Massachusetts Land Bank War of the 1740’s

—to find the British power as the last resort of home-grown and

British-fed reaction. Hence in these struggles, of such great con-

cern to large numbers and involving questions of bread and

butter—civil liberties, taxes, land, debts, suffrage, representation

—invariably there appeared a dual aspect, against England

and against home-based tyranny, and invariably these were

intertwined.

Furthermore, as the 18th century proceeded, a definite sense

of American nationality appeared and developed; this encom-

passed all classes. The desire for the right of self-determination

of this new nationality, which was at the heart of the revolution-

ary effort, was confined to no class, and most certainly was not

a monopoly of the well-to-do. On the contrary, in the American

Revolution, because of its nature, and because of the progressive

character of the American bourgeoisie then, the active involve-

ment of the masses of workers and farmers was notable. Again,

one has an inter-related phenomenon—the progressive and demo-

cratic content of the effort attracted the masses; the participa-

tion of the masses helped guarantee and enhance the democratic

content of the effort.

True it is, of course, that the American Revolution was funda-

mentally a colonial one, and hence it did not have the profoundly

transforming quality that more basically social ones have—as, for

example, the deep anti-feudal upheavals of the English and

French Revolutions of the 17th and 18th centuries, not to speak

of the anti-capitalist revolutions of our own century. And its

thorough-going nature was limited further by its compromising

with and then acceptance of the pre-feudal form that did charac-

terize American colonial society, namely chattel slavery—some-

thing to be undone in a future revolution. Nevertheless, the

American Revolution, in its opposition to colonial fetters, in its

impetus to democratic political and social innovations, and in its

assertion of the right of national self-determination, carried along

with it enough to justify Lenin’s characterization as “one of those

great . . . really revolutionary wars.”

It is necessary to emphasize, too, the radical quality of the

dominant revolutionary ideology. This will be examined at length
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later; here let it be said, that ideology represented a fundamental
break with feudal and monarchical thinking and in this respect

had the widest international ramifications as it had had the

widest international sources.

In evaluating the quahty of the Revolution it is also necessary

to remember, if one is to get its full contemporaneous impact,

that it was the first successful colonial revolution in history. The
imperial powers from Spain to France to Holland to Portugal had
all faced colonial insurrections and they had all been put down.
But the American succeeded and that fact itself, quite apart from
the resulting political and social institutions, had an enormously
revolutionary influence upon the peoples of the world.



Chapter II

The Origins

Cl HARLES THOMSON, native of Ire-

land, Philadelphia merchant, leader of the radicals in that city

—

called by John Adams, “the Sam Adams of Philadelphia”

—

wrote a letter to Pennsylvania’s London agent, Benjamin Frank-

lin, on September 24, 1765. In it is well summarized widely-held

colonial feelings as to the distressing present and the portentous

future

:

There never was any mention aiming at independence, till

the ministry began to abridge them [the colonies] of their

liberties. . . .

The Sun of Liberty is indeed setting fast, if not down already,

in the American colonies. . . . They are in general alarmed to

the last degree. The colonies expect, and with reason expect,

that some regard shall be had to their liberties and privileges,

as well as trade. They cannot bring themselves to believe, not

can they see how England with reason or justice could expect,

that they should have encountered the horrors of the desert,

borne the attacks of barbarous savages, and, at the expence of

their blood and treasure, settled this country to the great

emolument of England, and after all quietly submit to be de-

prived of every thing an Englishman has been taught to hold

dear.

It is not property only we contend for. Our Liberty and most

essential privileges are struck at: Arbitrary courts are set over

us, and trials by juries taken away: The Press is so restricted

that we cannot complain: An army of mercenaries threatened

to be billeted on us : The sources of our trade stopped
;
and, to

compleat our ruin, the little property we had acquired, taken

24
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from us, without even allowing us the merit of giving it; I really

dread the consequences.

The parliament insist on a power over all the liberties and
privileges claimed by the colonies, and hence require a blind

obedience and acquiescence in whatever they do: Should the

behavior of the colonies happen not to square with these sov-

ereign notions, (as I much fear it will not) what remains but

by violence to compel them to obedience. Violence will beget

resentment, and provoke to acts never dreamt of: But I will

not anticipate evil
;
I pray God avert it.

This was a conflict derived not from human bungling or stub-

bornness but from social contradiction. The failure to resolve the

conflict by compromise was not due to weakness or stupidity, but

rather to the fact that the contradiction was not subject to com-

promise; only elimination of the antagonism at the root of the

contradiction could remove it—transformation, not reformation,

was needed.

I

The eighteenth century was the century of the rise to world

hegemony of Great Britain. It was a rise whose culmination ap-

peared to come with France’s acknowledgment of defeat and

her signing the peace treaty of 1763. By that treaty Great Britain

'Stood forth as by far the greatest economic, naval and colonial

power; she then set out to consolidate her holdings and revivify

her imperial system throughout the world. Not least among these

holdings and central to that imperial system were the possessions

in the New World, including much of the West Indies and, on

the Continent itself, everything from Nova Scotia through

Florida and from the sea to the Mississippi River.

Simultaneously, the home economy of England, in consider-

able part because of the consolidation of world power and the

resources and market the colonies already meant and clearly

promised, underwent so startling a quantitative growth as to re-

sult in a qualitative shift—the industrial revolution. As Frank

E. Manuel has commented, in his Age of Reason ( 1951 ) : “After

/ 1760 .. . the basic character of the English economy was al-

tered; it became evident that England’s wealth was no longer
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founded primarily upon agriculture, but upon the manufacture

and exchange of industrial products.”

Ten years later contemporaries observed that the bulk of

the population of Wales and England was engaged in manu-

factures and commerce, not in agriculture. Works by Adam
Smith and Jeremy Bentham, appearing in 1776, were to provide

ideological systems reflecting this transformation; turmoil in

Parliament and increasing demands for the renovation of the

Parliamentary system and the amendment of the Crown’s rela-

tionship to that system were to provide the political reflections

of this trsmsformation.

Similarly, the whole nature of the colonial system was being

questioned, and with it, mercantilism itself. Increasingly, politi-

cians hke the Whig leader, Shelburne, were thinking in terms

of “trade not dominion.” Geographers like Alexander Dal-

rymple were writing (in 1769) “that if colonies are aiming at

independence” the best way “of securing the power and pros-

perity of the Mother Country must be by extending its commerce

to distant nations who have no connexion with those dissatisfied

colonies.” Explorers like James Cook, in his voyages of 1768-71,

1772-75, 1776-80, were extending British interest to the Pacific

coast of America, the South Seas and to Australia and New
Zealand. Economists hke Adam Smith, Richard Price and Josiah

Tucker were attacking mercantilist economics as a barrier to the

fullest development of British manufacturing.^

II

While the British empire had reached its greatest dimensions, and

the English economy was being drastically changed; while mer-

cantihsm was fundamentally challenged, and the Parliamentary

arrangements were being sharply attacked, in the midst of this

and in part as a respwDnse to this, the British Crown and Ministry

sought to centrahze the administration of the colonies and to

intensify the efficiency with which they were exploited. Mean-
while, the colonies, especially on the Continent, were responding

in their own way to momentous changes.

Those colonies were numerously settled, unlike Canada and
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the maritimes; they were not surrounded by the sea and so were

not thoroughly dependent upon Great Britain, unlike the West

Indies, Newfoundland, and Nova Scotia. In addition, the English

continental colonists did not find themselves in the midst of an

area the greatest part of whose population was made up of slaves,

unlike Jamaica, and so were not especially dependent upon

British power for purposes of police.^ Where all this was true, the

response to the developments of the 18th century was bound to

be challenging to continued subordination to England. It was

true in the thirteen colonies (least so in Georgia, last to be

settled)

.

Moreover, England’s victory of 1763 meant for those colonies

that a hostile Spain no longer held Florida, and a hostile France

was removed from the North and from the West. Hence, there-

after, as almost all contemporaries warned, English presence

could be more a cause for resentment than for relief. An excep-

tion was Benjamin Franklin who, in 1766, wrote that had

France’s presence remained on the North American continent,

it might have offered a force to which the American colonies

might have tended and that therefore “Parliament would not

have dared to oppress them.” Yet, with all due respect to the

enormous wisdom of Franklin, he was here referring only to the

opposition to the Stamp Act
;
in that one particular he may have

been correct. But surely, in the long run, the removal of France

served to invigorate colonial resistance to British pretensions.

The colonies by this time, also, had among their white popu-

lation over a third who were not English in origin—among

whom were some, especially the Irish and Dutch, with significant

anti-English hostilities. And, above all, these colonies had grown

so that their numbers were pressing on three millions, and while

England had been busy subduing her rivals and conquering the

world (with some help from the colonies), those colonies had

developed rather considerable economies and viable political

entities and clear feelings of solidarity connoting rudimentary

nationality.

In the midst of this swift growth and mounting pride, this

release from enemies to the south and the north and the west,

this mounting separateness, in the midst of a situation wherein
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even ancient fetters were increasingly resented, came the post-war

British policy of centralization, consolidation, and intensified ex-

ploitation. Restraint evoked resistance; resistance produced

punishment; punishment caused resentment. Resentment was

met by forcible repression; forcible repression led to revolution.

Moreover, the British effort to centralize the administration had

the effect of generalizing the resistance and thus uniting the

colonies.

There was no area of American colonial life that went un-

affected by the British policies and interests. Merchants, manu-
facturers, planters, farmers, debtors, professionals, urban workers,

fur traders, land speculators—all found particular legislative or

administrative acts especially burdensome or restraining. And
masses of people, quite independent of their particular role or

place in the economy, found cause for concern in British policy

as reflected in the areas of religion, civil liberties and political

rights.

As a result, up to 1775, there was very near unanimity among
the colonists in their view that British policy was ill-advised and

hostile to their best interests. The differences that did exist re-

volved around degree—how ill-advised and how hostile were

the measures; did they reflect a policy antagonistic to colonial

needs; were they subject to redress by this kind of method, or

that, by this kind of argumentation, or that?

Let us repeat the broad outlines of British colonial policy: to

monopolize the market for British manufactured goods, hence to

restrain local manufacturing; to favor British fur-traders, land-

speculators, fishermen, lumbermen; to channelize shipping within

the orbit of the British domiinion and to monopolize the economic

benefits from commerce; to dominate as much as might be the

merchandising of colonial commodities; to control the credit and
the finances of the colonial economy; to inhibit the westward

settlement of the colonial population; to centralize the political

machinery of the colonies, throttle democratic developments, and
diminish home rule, especially in terms of the purse and the

judiciary; to increase the role of the military in colonial life; to

raise the revenue needed to run the colonies from within the
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colonies themselves and, even more important, to protect British

capital invested within the colonies.

Certain of these aims have been elucidated earlier. Let us turn

to some of the other main features of this policy and see how the

effort was made to implement them.

Ill

We turn first to the Southern planter and farmer. They were

in economic bondage to the merchants of England. Thomas
Jefferson often cursed the thraldom of himself and his fellow-

Southerner planters. “These debts,” he once wrote, referring to

what was owed the English, “had become hereditary from father

to son, for many generations, so that the planters were a species of

property, annexed to certain mercantile houses in London.”

Earlier, William Byrd, one of the wealthiest men of the South,

lamented his own similar position. He found that the plantation

economy—based upon slave labor, devoted to the raising of a

single crop, and generally unscientific in its conduct—ate up the

fertility of the soil with great speed. Hence, expansion into new
lands was a pressing requirement, and heavy borrowing to pay

for this was customary. This was one reason for the indebtedness

to the British merchant capitalist; the interest charges were such

that Byrd complained, in 1736, that he was “selling off land and

Negroes to stay the stomach” of his creditors. Similarly, Wash-
ington, another large-scale Virginia planter, wrote, “certain it is,

that our whole substance does already in a manner flow to Great

Britain.”

The Southern planter took all risks; the British merchant took

much of the profits. The planter paid import duties in England.

He paid the merchant for hauling his commodity; he met insur-

ance costs; the merchant normally not only transported the

commodity but sold it for the planter in the British-dominated

market and for this service received a commission. All ware-

house, inspection and carting fees were met by the planter; all

damage costs were met by the same source.

The planter bought the finished products that he needed from
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the merchant, who deducted the costs and the service charges

from the payment for the planter’s shipment. And the merchant,

in selling the planter’s goods, might or might not get as good a

deal for him as he could. If the planter’s indebtedness was very

great, then the merchant knew that he could trade nowhere else

and might well allow him less for his tobacco than some others.

In any case, the British merchant dominated the marketing of

the colonial planter’s crop.

Finally, of course, for all debts incurred, very large interest

rates were charged. The planters were, indeed, “a species of prop-

erty” controlled and milked by the English mercantile houses.

As a class, the planters, particularly the more affluent among

them, sought to recoup their fortunes, or hedge against bad crops,

by intensive land speculation. Indeed, Thomas P. Abemethy, in

his From Frontier to Plantation in Tennessee (1932), declared

that “speculation in lands was the most absorbing American en-

terprise” in the pre-Revolutionary generation.

The greater productivity of new lands was another major at-

traction to the planters, particularly in view of the exhausting

nature of tobacco. As a result, in the South, as Isaac S. Harrell

has written, “the demand for land was insatiable, but the supply

east of the line fixed under the Proclamation of 1763 was

exhausted by 1774.”

Moreover, this Proclamation Line, barring further American

westward movement, (temporarily, the British promised) sought

to favor British land speculators (as well as fur-traders), and had

blasted the hopes of the Ohio Land Company—in which George

Washington, Richard Henry Lee, and George Mason were major

investors—in favor of the British Vandalia Company. This cut-

throat competition continued down to the days of Revolution,

so that, for example, Virginia land claims to acreage in present

Kentucky and Ohio were threatened, in 1774, by the Walpole

Company, in which such figures as Lord Camden and the Earl

of Hertford had invested and which had been sponsored by

George Grenville, himself, the same man who was Prime Min-

ister from 1763-65.
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IV

Turning from the Southern planters and farmers in particular,

to the remainder of the colonial population, one finds that British

imperial policy was contrary to the best interests of the vast

majority amongst them. The essential nature of this antagonism
was indicated in two “New Fables” with which Benjamin Frank-
lin, writing anonymously, favored the readers of the London
Public Advertiser in January, 1770. These, like their Aesopian
models, illuminate through indirection, and taken together they

tell as much as volumes concerning the developing estrangement

between England and her American colonies. The first fable

went this way

:

A herd of cows had long afforded plenty of milk, butter and
cheese to an avaricious farmer, who grudged them the grass

they subsisted on, and at length mowed it to make money of
the hay, leaving them to shift for food as they could, and yet still

expected to milk them as before; but the cows, offended with
the unreasonableness, resolved for the future to suckle one
another.

And here is the second fable

:

A Lion’s whelp was put on board a Guinea ship bound for

America as a present to a friend in that country: It was tame
and harmless as a kitten, and therefore not confined, but suf-

fered to walk about the ship at pleasure. A stately, full-grown
English mastiff, belonging to the Captain, despising the weak-
ness of the young lion, frequently took its food by force, and
often turned it out of its lodging box, when he had a mind to

repose there himself. The young lion nevertheless grew daily in

size and strength, and the voyage being long, he became at

last a more equal match for the mastiff; who continuing his

insults, received a stunning blow from the lion’s paw that
fetched his skin over his ears, and deterred him from any future
contest with such growing strength; regretting that he had not
rather secured its friendship than provoked its enmity.

The immensity of the colonies, their tremendous resources, the

swiftness of their population growth—its “young lion” character—^impressed many, especially after the Seven Years’ War, with

the inevitability of their breaking loose from England. Typical



32 The American Revolution

was the comment of a French traveller through America in

1765:

This country cannot be long Subject to Great Britain, nor

indeed to any distant power; its extent is so great, the daily

increase of its inhabitants so considerable, and having every-

thing within themselves for (more than) their own defence,

that no nation whatsoever seems better calculated for in-

dependency.

While Professor Wertenbaker believes that economic interest

favored continued subjection to Great Britain and while other

historians have taken similar, though less extremely stated posi-

tions, this was not the view of such contemporaries as John

Adams and Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton.

John Adams held that he who wanted to comprehend the

American Revolution had to pay particular attention to the

whole mercantilist system, basic to which were the Acts of Trade

—without this, “the causes, feelings, and principles of the Revo-

lution” were incomprehensible. In these regulatory acts, asked

John Adams, was there “the smallest consideration of the health,

the comfort, the happiness, the wealth, the growth, the popula-

tion, the agriculture, the manufactures, the commerce, the

fisheries of the American people?” No, he said: “All these are

sacrificed to British wealth, British commerce, British domina-

tion, and the British navy, as the great engine and instrument

to accomplish all.”

Thomas Jefferson’s Summary View of the Rights of British

America (1774) offered this as its central argument:

We are willing on our part, to sacrifice everything which
reason can ask to the restoration of that tranquillity for which
all must wish. On their part, let them be ready to establish

union on a generous plan. Let them name their terms, but let

them be just. Accept of every commercial preference it is in

our power to give for such things as we can raise for their use,

or they make for ours. But let them not think to exclude us

from going to other markets to dispose of those commodities
which they cannot use, or to supply those wants which they

cannot supply. Still less let it be proposed that our properties

within our own territories shall be taxed or regulated by any
power on earth but our own.
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Alexander Hamilton published his first work also in 1774

"A Full Vindication of the Measures of the Congress—and the

heart of his theme was in this paragraph

:

The colonies contain above three millions of people [sic.].

Commerce flourishes with the most rapid progress throughout

them. This commerce Great Britain has hitherto regulated to her

own advantage. Can we think the annihilation of so exuberant

a source of wealth, a matter of trifling import? On the con-

trary, must it not be productive of the most disastrous effects?

It is evident it must. It is equally evident that the conquest of

so numerous a people, armed in the animating cause of liberty,

could not be accomplished without an inconceivable expense

of blood and treasure.

The fact is that the continental colonies had outgrown the

tight British mercantilist system by the sixth decade of the 18th

century. By that time the British colonies in the West Indies were

unable to supply the mainland with its needs in terms of sugar,

rum and molasses, and they were far from capable of absorbing

anything like all the commodities, both finished and raw, that

the continent needed to export. Indeed, the Empire as a whole

was insufficient to absorb all this production, especially since it

revolved around regulations favoring England.

The excess of imports from England over exports from the

colonies rose throughout the pre-Revolutionary decades, and for

the first 70 years of the 18th century the unfavorable balance of

trade, for the colonies, totalled about 20 million pounds, a

colossal indirect tax and a significant source of the wealth of

the British ruling classes. Indeed, this balance of trade, which

had to be paid in gold and silver, was the main economic prob-

lem confronting the Empire, and the American colonists bore

the brunt of the load.

Continually the English creditors pressed their colonial debtors

for payment in specie, but when the colonists sought to meet their

debts with specie through increased trade outside the confines of

the Empire or through manufacturing, they met restrictions and

prohibitions. If they sought to pay off their debts through in-

flationary devices, they met Royal vetoes and then blanket

Parliamentary bans.
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Meanwhile, in England, as we have remarked, an industrial

revolution was simultaneously under way and this required an
outlet quite beyond the absorbing capacities of the West Indies

or even of the plantation-crop producing colonies south of the

Mason-Dixon line. Thus, at the close of the 17th century, seven-

eighths of England’s colonial trade was with the colonies from
Maryland on south, including the islands, while all the remain-
ing American colonies, including Newfoundland and Hudson’s
Bay, accounted for the remaining one-eighth. But by the 1750’s

one-half, and by the end c.f the 1760’s, two-thirds of English

colonial exports went to the areas north of Maryland. This deci-

sive shift—the colonies being valued more as markets than as

producers of raw materials—clearly carried with it the idea that

the colonists were to be forced forever to buy more than they

sold, which meant that the colonial merchant, manufacturer and
farmer and planter—generally speaking, for there were signifi-

cant exceptions—had a united interest in getting rid of British

domination.

Hence it is that even so moderate a proponent of colonial

rights as John Dickinson authored resolutions adopted by a meet-
ing of Philadelphia merchants in April, 1768, which protested

English laws prohibiting the making of steel or the erection of

steel furnaces, or the building of plating and slitting mills; those

restraining hatters and prohibiting the exportation of hats
;
those

banning colonial trade in wool and woolens, and the whole range
of enactments that required exports to Europe to go through
England.

The exacerbations were aggravated or alleviated by fluctua-

tions in business conditions. In the 1750’s, prior to the Seven
Years’ War, there was a recession in the colonies; with the war,
until 1763, an upturn. Recession followed, to the point of rather
severe depression from 1764 through 1769, an upturn starting

in 1770 lasted for about two years; then from 1772 to the out-
break of actual hostilities in 1775 the colonial economy was in

the grip of recession. Of course, depression then, as now, meant
unemployment, falling prices for farmers and merchants, special

hardships for debtors, increased bankruptcies—all of which re-

flected itself politically in increased restlessness and sharpened
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dissatisfaction with the status of subordination to the interests of

the British rulers.

The colonists felt the weight of British policy in very concrete

and provoking ways. They saw increased centralization of ad-

ministration; enhanced militarization of colonial life and the

stationing of thousands of soldiers in America; increasing British

restrictions upon established civil rights. They saw efforts to

establish an Episcopate in America; whittle away the political

democracy that had been established in certain of the colonies

and inhibit its appearance elsewhere; make the judiciary in the

colonies quite independent of the colonists or their legislatures;

vitiate the powers of the colonial legislatures in additional ways,

particularly by curbing their power over the purse; confine the

colonists within a narrow strip of land hugging the seacoast;

rigidly enforce the commercial and manufacturing restrictions.

They saw an ever more prominent role being given to the British

navy; trials without jury established in certain colonial cases;

swarms of officeholders moving in from England to take over the

American civil service; writs of assistance being issued and the

sanctity of their homes violated; coveys of informers crowding

the ports and being paid for bringing misery to others; new and

burdensome systems of taxation concocted and levied; new re-

straints placed upon their economic development, and monopolies

given to favored English companies or individuals. It summed

itself up, in the opinion of Thomas Jefferson, expressed in 1774,

as “a deliberate and systematical plan of reducing us to slavery.”

V

A chronological summary of the highpoints in the legislative

and administrative efforts of Great Britain to accomplish the

effective subjection of the colonies will give substance to Jeffer-

son’s view.

The year marking the peace treaty between France and Great

Britain witnessed the serious beginning of this effort. Notable

was the promulgation in 1763 of the Line across the crest of the

Appalachians beyond which settlement by the colonists was for-

bidden. In that same year the Royal Navy was assigned to coastal
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patrol work in order to assist in the enforcement of the Acts of

Trade, and an Order in Council provided that naval officers

were entitled to half the value of all seizures made in the course

of enforcing those laws. Simultaneously, the burden of proof, as

to the payment of duties and the country of origin of goods in

question, was placed upon the owner. In addition, holders of

colonial customs jobs were required to take up their posts in the

colonies, rather than treating them, as in the past, as sinecures

to be filled by hired men.

The British policy of vigorously enforcing the trading acts was
accomplished

;
thus, while the revenue from American customs in

the early 1760’s equalled some £2,000 per year, from 1768 to

1774 it averaged over £30,000 a year.

In 1 764, additional measures of the Grenville ministry pursued
its policy not only of tightening the bonds of mercantilism but of

raising a revenue in the colonies which would relieve the Crown
of any administrative costs and simultaneously enhance the

Royal administration’s independence from the provincial legisla-

tures. Thus, an American Revenue Act, generally called the

Sugar Act, renewed duties on molsisses and refined sugar, placed

new duties on wines, silk, indigo, coffee, and non-British textiles

and banned the importation of foreign rum and of French wine
altogether, and prohibited trade with the French and Dutch
West Indies. It was required that the duties be paid in silver.

Also in 1764, provision was made for the trial of offenders

against the Acts of Trade before Vice-Admiralty courts, which
sat without juries. Finally, that same year the Currency Act was
passed. This applied to all the colonies that which, in 1751, had
been applied only to New England—namely, prohibiting the

issuance of legal-tender paper money. This, let it be noted, was
passed at the same time as the Sugar Act which demanded the

payment of all duties in silver. The reader is reminded, too, that

in 1761, writs of assistance—general search warrants—were
made applicable to all the colonies; these were, of course, to

be used in the enforcement of the stiffer trade policy then
inaugurated.

The next year, the Grenville government rounded out its

colonial policy. The appointment of the Superintendents of In-
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dian Affairs—key officers in the fur trade and in the handling

of Indian diplomacy—hitherto largely in the hands of colonial

governors and legislatures, was placed in the permanent control

of the Crown. Enumerated articles under the Acts of Trade ^

those which though destined for European markets, had first to

land at London, pay duties and pass inspections—were extended

to include lumber, hides and skins, pig and bar iron, pot and

pearl-ashes.

Meanwhile, still in 1765, a Quartering Act was passed at the

request of General Thomas Gage, commanding British forces in

America. By this time, and with the intent of enforcing the laws

lately passed, about 6,000 British troops formed a standing army

in the colonies. The Quartering Act, effective in March, required

colonial civilian authorities to provide barracks and supplies for

these troops.

And, just as the Sugar Act of 1764 was the first Parliamentary

statute specifically aimed at raising moneys in the colonies for

the use of the Crown, so in 1765 was passed the notorious Stamp

Act, the first direct tax ever placed upon the colonies by Parlia-

ment itself.

This Act provided for quite burdensome taxes, aiming at the

realization for the Crown’s treasury of £60,000 annually, as com-

pared with some £45,000 hoped for from the Sugar Act. All

taxes under the Stamp Act, as all duties under the Sugar Act,

were to be paid in silver. The Stamp Act provided for taxes on

all deeds, bonds, leases, licenses, articles of apprenticehip, all

newspapers, advertisements, pamphlets, hand-bills, almanacs, and

calendars, cards and dice.

The Stamp Act was widely held by the colonists to be espe-

cially dangerous to freedom of the press and freedom of political

agitation. It dealt a heavy blow to lawyers in particular and wa^

onerous to all who conducted businesses of any kind, urban or

rural. To enforce the law, heavy fines and forfeitures were pro-

vided, and informers were overtly encouraged by handsome

rewards. Moreover, prosecution might be conducted before vice-

admiralty courts, thus once again undercutting the precious right

of trial before a jury of one’s peers.

The Stamp Act became effective in November, 1765, but the
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enactment of a law is not synonymous with its enforcement. The
fact is that this act produced unanimous opposition in the

colonies—a story to be amplified in subsequent pages. Its taxes

were high and payable in silver only but, as Benjamin Franklin,

Pennsylvania’s London agent, told Parliament in February, 1766,
the colonists did not have enough specie to honor the Act even
if they wanted to.

Repeal of the Stamp Act was enacted in March, 1766. On the

same day that this act was repealed, however. Parliament passed

the Declaratory Act. This made quite clear that the rulers of

England, in repealing the Stamp Act were doing so not because
they were abandoning the policy which produced it but because
they believed it was actually unenforceable and hence would not
serve to further that policy.

The full title of the new act tells its purpose: “An Act for the

better securing the dependency of His Majesty’s Dominions in

America upon the Crown and Parliament of Great Britain.” Its

substantive sentence was a verbatim copy of the Irish Declaratory
Act of 1719, and the completeness and ruthlessness of British

domination of Ireland added portentousness to this parallel. The
1766 act declared that Parliament “had, hath, and of right ought
to have, full power and authority to make laws and statutes of

sufficient force and validity to bind the colonies and people of

America, subjects of the crown of Great Britain, in all cases

whatever.”

The news of the Declaratory Act tem.pered considerably the

great rejoicing with which the colonists had greeted the repeal

of the Stamp Act. A somber mood began to return with the end
of the year 1766, for in November there took effect additional

changes to the Trade Acts which, while cutting the taxes in a few
cases, had as their major result the addition of every colonial

export to the enumerated goods list. That is, thenceforth all

American products destined for Europe, north of Gape Finisterre

(in northwestern Spain, at a latitude equal to southernmost
France)

,
first had to clear through British ports.

Golonial resistance to the Quartering and Stamp Acts of 1765
provoked increasing resentment among those members of Parlia-

ment who were for tight control over the colonies. The failure
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of the New York Assembly to make what the King felt were

adequate provisions for his troops (the colonial military center

was New York City) led to bitter struggles through 1767. At the

same time, British efforts to enforce the total enumerated list

policy provoked increased illicit trade by colonial merchants,

especially with the Dutch.

This is what Lord George Sackville had in mind when he wrote

in February, 1767: “These matters must come into Parliament,

and will afford matter of triumph to those who foretold the fatal

consequences of yielding to riot and ill-grounded clamour.”

Furthermore, the defeat of the Stamp Act had cut a large hole

in the expected revenues of the Crown and this was intensified

when, early in 1767, the British land tax was drastically cut,

diminishing home revenue by as much as half a million pounds

a year.

How better to fill this hole than by taxing the colonists, espe-

cially if by so doing one simultaneously taught a needed disci-

plinary lesson to unruly agitators and their deluded followers?

Several acts with these motives in mind were passed by Parlia-

ment in 1767, to take effect October and November of that year.

The new Chancellor of the Exchequer, Charles Townshend

(who, because of the illness of the Prime Minister, Lord

Chatham, was actually the head of the Government) decided

to honor the colonists’ denunciation of the Stamp Act as internal

taxation. His system was confined to customs duties and hence

was purely external in nature—which, far from making the

colonists give up their opposition, made them shift it. If in the

past they had denounced as unjust and illegal Parliamentary

internal taxes, they now—faced with external taxation—moved

to the position of denouncing Parliamentary taxation of the

colonies altogether, that is, to the immortal slogan. No Taxation

without Representation.

The Townshend Act placed duties, calculated to bring in about

£40,000 annually, upon imported glass, lead, painters’ colors,

paper and tea. It stated that this money was to be used not only

for the colonies’ defense but also for “the administration of

justice and the support of civil government” inside the colonies

—that is to say, it threatened the power of the provincial assem-
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blies. Parliament explicitly reaffirmed the power of royal justices
to issue writs of assistance throughout America for the purpMDse
of enforcing these duties; it set up additional vice-admiralty
courts for prosecutions resulting from such enforcement; and it

established an American Board of Commissioners, to sit in
Boston, to supervise the Act’s enforcement but to be directly
responsible only to the Treasury Board in London.

Simultaneously, Parliament issued a Restraining Act suspend-
ing the legislative privileges of the New York Assembly until
“provision shall have been made [by it] for furnishing the King’s
Troops with all the necessaries required by [the 1765] law.”
The next eighteen months did not witness the production of

new Parliamentary measures aimed against the colonies—they
were taken up rather with British efforts to enforce those on the
books and with American resistance to such enforcement. There
was, however, an Address to the King adopted by Parliament in
1769 which had a more perturbing effect upon American public
opinion than most current history works indicate. In that year, at
the suggestion of Lord Mansfield, the British Chief Justice, both
Houses joined in urging the King to bring the leaders of colonial
unrest to England to stand trial for treason, something the King
himself was not to attempt for several yeare.

VI

When Lord North assumed the Prime Ministership in 1770, a
re-examination of the policy towards American was undertaken.
This, backed by the intense and organized resistance to the
Townshend Acts in the colonies and growing opposition by a
powerful segment of the English merchant class to the Acts be-
cause of their devastating effects on the American trade—New
York City imports totalled £482,000 in 1767-68; they totalled
£74,000 in 1768-69—led to sharp changes. All duties provided
for in the Townshend Acts were repealed, effective December,
1770, with the single exception—again made largely in order to
maintain the principle of Parliamentary supremacy over the
colonies—of that on tea. Of course, this repeal in no way affected
older duties, as those on tobacco, wine, sugar and molasses, nor
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did it affect the administrative and enforcement machinery that

had been created, particularly since 1763.

It was the enforcement machinery that provoked the next

major crisis. Specifically, a British revenue schooner, the Gaspee,

ran aground near Providence, Rhode Island, while giving chase

to a colonial vessel. Several score men, led by John Brown, a

Providence merchant, overpowered the British crew, put them

ashore and then set fire to the ship. In August the King, by

proclamation, offered a reward of £500 for information leading

to the apprehension of the lawbreakers, but such was the feeling

of the colonial inhabitants that no one turned informer. As a

result a Commission of Inquiry—consisting of very distinguished

figures, including the Governor of Rhode Island and chief justices

of several other colonies—was appointed in September, 1772.

With the appointment of this body it was announced that any

accused by it were to he sent to England for trial. The Commis-

sion held public sessions early in 1773, but so great was the

hostility of the populace that it turned up no information, named
no one, and dissolved in June.

At the same time that the King was acting, in 1772, in accord-

ance with the Parliamentary recommendation of 1769—that

colonial law-breakers be sent to England for trial—^the Royal

Governor of Massachusetts, Thomas Hutchinson, let it be known
that henceforth his salary would come not from the provincial

assembly but directly from the Crown; three months later, in

September, 1772, an identical announcement was made in behalf

of the judges of Massachusetts.

The next year, 1773, was, of course, the year of the Tea Act.

By this Act the British Parliament sought to dump some of the

problems accumulating in one portion of its colonial world upon

another portion—just as by the Stamp Act it had sought to make

up in revenue what it had lost by cutting the land tax at home.

But the dumping of the tea by the Boston patriots—which John

Adams described in his diary as having “a dignity, a majesty, a

sublimity” and as marking “an epocha in history”—indicated

that the Parliament was something less than omnipotent even

within the British realm.

British India had been governed and fed upon by the East
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India Company ever since the early 1600’s. By the 1760’s, war
with France, wars of suppression against the inhabitants, fearful
exploitation of the laboring masses, and the colossal dimensions
of graft brought the sub-continent to the verge of utter chaos and
devastation. The climax came with one of the most terrible
famines in the history of humanity, starting in 1770 and within
a year wiping out millions of people, numbering perhaps one-
third of India’s total population.

The East India Company was near bankruptcy, its stock early
in 1773 having fallen almost one hundred percent on the London
exchange. The Company sought relief and the Government felt
the necessity of intervention not only in order to afford relief but
also to take over some of the administration in India, lest that
colony be lost. Hence, in 1773 a Regulating Act was passed
having the effect of beginning to place the government of India
under the direction of Parliament. At the same time, the Gov-
ernment sought to help the Company financially by assisting it

in getting rid of some seventeen million pounds of tea that it had
in British warehouses.

In April, 1773, Parliament remitted all duties and taxes on
teas exported to America, and permitted the Company to sell its
tea to its own selected agencies in America—those selected were
rnerchants who had refused to join in the colonial non-importa-
tion agreement—rather than, as hitherto required, by public auc-
tion in England. The only duty left was the three penny one to be
paid in America, as provided in the original Townshend Act.
With this it was clear that the agents of the East India Company
would be able to undersell all other merchants seeking to sell tea
in America, and so would have a virtual monopoly of that
important trade.

It IS this question of monopoly, and not the question of the
petty duty (which, in any case, had been in force ever since
1767) which was at the heart of the excitement in America over
the Tea Act. And it was the granting of a monopoly which was
behind the Act so far as Parliament was concerned, intent as it
was on affording effective financial relief to the politically power-
ful East India Company. When to this is added the fact that that
Company also controlled the trade in chinaware, drugs, calicoes.
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spices and silks to England—and if this monopoly in the tea

trade with America could be established then a similar monopoly
by the same company might be established in all the other goods

—when this consideration is borne in mind then the struggle

against the Tea Act as a struggle against British monopolization

of the American trade becomes real. Certainly this is the way it

was viewed by the majority of Americans at the time.

The Company consigned its tea to the ports of Charleston,

Philadelphia, Boston and New York, but mass opposition made
its sale impossible. In New York and Philadelphia the tea was

turned back to England; in Charleston it was placed under lock

and key, in a warehouse (to be sold three years later for the

benefit of the Revolutionary Army)
;
in Boston, the royal officials

absolutely refusing to send the tea back to England, the offensive

commodity was dumped into the waters of the harbor.

The British government responded with force, and in the

course of several months in 1774 passed a series of laws known
to the colonists as the Intolerable Acts. It was decreed that until

the town of Boston paid damages to the Company and duties to

the customs officers, it was to be closed to ordinary trade. The
capital of Massachusetts was moved, by Royal order, from Boston

to Salem. The members of the upper house of the provincial

legislature—that is, the Council—hitherto chosen by the lower

House, were now to be appointed by the King and were to hold

their seats subject to his pleasure. The Governor—already, as

we have seen, made completely subject to the Crown—was em-

powered to appoint all law enforcement officials, including

sheriffs, and juries were now to be selected by the sheriffs, rather

than elected by the people of the towns, as hitherto. Provision was

made for trials to be held outside of America for any Royal offi-

cials arrested for any crimes, including capital crimes, com-

mitted while in the exercise of their duties. Henceforth, it was

also provided, town meetings—so important in the real governing

of Massachusetts and such effective instruments of democratic

pressure—were to be held only with the written permission of

the Governor, who, also, was to determine their agenda.

At the same time a new Governor was appointed for Massa-

chusetts—General Thomas Gage, commander-in-chief of His
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Majesty s forces in America. Moreover, an act was passed, ap-
plicable to all the colonies, which provided for the quartering of
troops not only in vacant buildings and in taverns (as done by
the law of 1765) but also in occupied homes.

In the same fateful year of 1774, Parliament passed the
Quebec Act, and this was viewed by the American colonists as
part of the whole “intolerable” program of repression and con-
stnction. This Act, it is clear (especially from Professor Chester
Martin s Rmpire and Commonwealth) had as a prime considera-
tion the British desire to make of Canada a place from whence
to launch coercive and repressive measures against recalcitrant
American colonists. Also, by extending the borders of Canada
(the size of Quebec, as established in the year 1763, was
tripled) as far south as the Ohio river so that it encompassed all
of present-day Michigan, lUinois, Indiana, Ohio, Wisconsin, and
part of Minnesota, the Quebec Act served as a severe restrain-
ing device on the growth of the thirteen colonies and represented
a heavy blow against American fur-traders and land-speculators.

Moreover, several of the colonies—Virginia, Massachusetts,
Connecticut—^had land claims in this area. It is true, as A. L.
Burt has pointed out, that a provision of the Act declared, “Noth-
ing herein contained shall in anywise affect the boundaries of
any other Colony”—but the Act did include within Quebec large
masses claimed by other colonies.

The Act, giving Quebec its first constitution, provided an ex-
ceedingly autocratic form of government, while taking account
of the French nationality of the vast majority of its inhabitants.
The Canadian Marxist historian, Stanley B. Ryerson, put the
matter thus

:

On the one hand it granted recognition of the national char-
ac^r of the French-Canadian community on the St. Lawrence
and thereby secured its loyalty and allegiance; on the other
hand, it sought to make that national survival conditional upon
the denial of democracy and the maintenance of the feudal
absolutism that had characterized New France.

What the restless colonists in the overwhelmingly Protestant
settlements from New England through Georgia saw was an act
which denied the vote to most of the inhabitants, which made
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Catholicism the established religion, which set up a Council to

exercise legislative power, whose members were appointed by the

King, which established a judicial system wherein civil cases were

to be tried without juries, and which established a taxation sys-

tem entirely dependent upon Parliament. And the size of the

Province to be governed in this manner was tripled so that it now
reached down to the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers.

The colonists refused to abide by these Acts. They reflected a

condition and a relationship that was becoming more and more

intolerable to ever greater numbers of the Americans. The rulers

could not rule in the old way
;
the ruled would not endure the new

way. The irresistible met the immovable ;
the meeting ground was

Lexington and Concord.



Chapter III

Class Divisions and

Revolution

T-a- H E LATE Professor Henry A. Myers, of
Cornell University, in his Are Men Equal? (1945) wrote of the
“many disadvantages” flowing from the colonial status. Per-
ceptively, he observed: “Chief among these to a multitude of
ordinary Americans was the way in which the mother country
fortified the social prestige of the wealthy and powerful, threat-
ening to establish in the new world the fixed and unalterable
hierarchies which had driven many of the colonists out of the
old.”

The weight of the most recent historical writing on the Revolu-
tion, being of the conservative-revisionist type, is directed counter
to the view of Professor Myers. It holds that internal class pres-
sures were ehher completely absent or were of distinctly minor
significance in explaining the onset and the character of the
American Revolution. The Myers’ view, however, has received
very substantial support from the pens of Carl Becker, Edward
Channing, E. B. Greene, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Charles A.
Beard, Allan Nevins and Louis Hacker (early in the careers of
the last three), and from Winfred T. Root, Herbert M. Morais
Merrill Jensen and Curtis P. Nettels.

In the preceding volume of this work was demonstrated the
class-stratified nature of American colonial society; it was shown
that, as a result, class struggles marked the history of that society.

46
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It also was shown that in these struggles the weight of British

power was applied unfailingly on the side of the status quo.

Furthermore, the contemporary evidence certainly does sub-

stantiate the view that large sections of the colonial population

saw in the struggle against British domination a continuation of

the pro-democratic struggles that had formed so central a part

of colonial history as a whole. Certainly, too, the Right-wing of

American political life saw an indissoluble connection between

the battle against British imperial restraints and that against the

limitations of the political, economic and social rights of large

segments of the colonial population.

One of the earliest reports to the Treasury in London made by

the American Board of Customs Commissioners, newly-appointed

to sit in Boston and oversee the enforcement of the Townshend

Acts, commented with alarm about the town meetings because

of their manifest “political purposes.” “At these meetings,” said

this report of February, 1768, “the lowest Mechanics discuss

upon the most important points of government, with the utmost

freedom.”

Tory publicists ridiculed Patriot meetings and committees with

rhymes that did nothing to hide the class-venom:

From garrets, cellars, rushing through the street

The new-born statesmen in committee meet.

Or:

Down at night a bricklayer or carpenter lies.

Next sun a Lycurgus, a Solon doth arise.

Others pledged eternal enmity “to Cobblers and Tailors^^ when
they so far forgot their proper place in society as to “take upon

their everlasting and immeasurable shoulders the power of direct-

ing the loyal and sensible inhabitants” of the New World. One
South Carolina minister dared preach a sermon, in 1774, de-

claring “that mechanics and country clowns had no right to

dispute about politics, or what kings, lords, and commons had

done.” He soon found himself without a congregation and a

colonial paper praised his dismissal with the words: “All such

divines should be taught that mechanics and country clowns



48 The American Revolution

(infamously so-called) are the real and absolute masters of king,
lords, commons, and priests.”

A little later, in upper New York, one of the great patroon
landlords, Henry Van Shaack, who looked to the might of Eng-
land for the security of his holdings, wrote his brother that all
about him “levelling principles are held up.” Chaos impended,
he was’^sure the country is convulsed”—and he knew not what
to do—“God knows what the end will be.”

^

At about the same^ time. Governor Wright of Georgia wrote
his superiors in London of the appearance of local and colony-
wide revolutionary organs. He described their make-up in this
manner

:

^

In this province we are more unhappily circumstanced thanm any other, for there are very" few men of real abilities,
Gentlemen, or Men of Property, in their Whig Tribunals. The
Parochial Committee are a Parcel of the Lowest People, chiefly
carpenters, shoemakers, blacksmiths, etc., with a Jew at their
head [Mordecai Sheftall, a merchant]

;
in the General Com-

mittee, and Council of Safety, there are some better sort of
Men, and some Merchants and Planters—but many of the

I

Inferior Class, and it is really terrible, my Lord, that such peo-
p e should be suffered to overturn the Civil Government.

All the well-to-do were troubled by the problem of how far
was the Revolution to go, a problem that stemmed out of the
class-divided nature of colonial society and the bourgeois hegem-
ony of the Revolution itself. With some, as Joseph Galloway
of Pennsylvania, this consideration moved him, at the final
choice, to go with the King-; as his biographer, E. H. Baldwin,
puts. It: “He feared the tyranny of mob rule more than the
tyranny of Parliament.”

Others, as Gouverneur Morris of New York, felt the. tyranny
of Britain could be overcome and the rule of the “rich, able and
well-born still could be maintained. But they recognized this as
a delicate operation, and one which might require considerable
concessions.^

^

The sheep,” wrote Morris, referring to the masses
of people, “simple as they are, cannot be gulled as heretofore. In
short, there is no ruling them

;
and now, to change the metaphor,

the, heads of the mobility grow dangerous to the gentry, and
how to keep them down is the question.”
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At another time and more in keeping with their obviously in-

creasing powers, Morris called the masses reptiles rather than
sheep. “The mob begins to think and reason,” he wrote in May,
1774. “Poor reptileSi! it is with them a vernal morning; they are
strugghng to cast off their winter’s slough, they bask in the sun-
shine, and ere noon they will bite.” Morris did not mean to be
bitten, if he could help it. If the present trend of events con-
tinued, he wrote

:

Farewell aristocracy. I see, and I see with fear and trembling
that if the disputes with Great Britain continue, we shall be
under the worst of all possible dominions; we shall be under
the domination of a riotous mob. It is to the interest of all men,
therefore, to seek for reunion with the parent state.

He, of the moderate Right, did so seek, but, with the final

choice at hand, unlike Galloway of the far Right, decided to cast

his lot not with the King but with his country and to attempt, at

the same time, to^minimize the revolutionary changes.

In several of the colonies, notably in New York and
Pennsylvania, there was the closest tie between the colonial rich

and the imperial power'and the sharpest antagonism between the

colonial poor, on the one hand and the local oligarchy and the

British dominators on the other. The momentous social relation-

ships, then, implicit in the question of independence from Britain

become clear. Curtis P. Nettels, in his valuable study, George
Washington and American Independence (1951), put this very
well:

British authorities, after 1763, shuddered at the idea of
democracy and could be counted on to oppose levelers and re-

formers; in every‘conceivable way. If the colonies should declare
independence, they would be obliged to establish governments
on. a new basis of authority. Since the resistance was a popular
movement, it was inevitable that new governments would rest

directly on the people as a whole. To base government on
popular sovereignty was to invite its complete democratization.
Then farewell to the political power of the aristocracy, which
owed its origin to/ acts of an English monarch and which had
long been upheld by anti-democratic arts and practices.

The nature of the colonial movement gave great impetus to

the democratic argument. For if the colonial argument rested
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on the injustice of the arbitrary power of Parliament to rule, did

not the same argument apply to those who, wherever they might
be, were ruled by others over whom they had no control what-
soever? Thus, British apologists heaped ridicule on the colonial

argument that Parliamentary taxation was tyrannical since the

Americans had no representation in that body, by declaring that

whole cities and boroughs and whole classes of British society

also had no direct representation in Parliament or could cast no
vote for its Members (note that they were not called Representa-

tives). But these British apologists had logic on their side only

assuming a static quality to the political and social order. Noth-
ing, however, is static and certainly not political and social orders.

For what happened was that, in the colonies, the masses
who had been deprived of the suffrage or had suffered under-

representation (as those in the West) now demanded fuller

political rights on the basis of the very arguments used by pro-

vincial assemblies vis-d-vis Parliament, and the British masses
likewise raised the same demands.

Here are two typical examples of such argument, and that

they were published is at least as significant as the fact that they
were developed. A Philadelphia mechanic contributed the follow-

ing letter to the Pennsylvania Gazette, September 27, 1770:

It has been customary for a certain company of leading men
to nominate persons, and to settle the ticket, for Assemblymen,
Commissioners, Assessors, etc., without ever permitting the
affirmative or negative voice of a mechanic to interfere. . . .

This we have tamely submitted to so long, that those gentlemen
make no scruple to say, that the mechanics (though by far the
most numerous, especially in this country), have no right to be
consulted; that is, in fact have no right to speak or think for
themselves. Have we not an equal right of electing or being
elected? ... I think it absolutely necessary that one or two
mechanics be elected to represent so large a body of inhabitants.

And here is a letter in the Pennsylvania Journal, April 5, 1776

:

Do not the mechanics and farmers constitute ninety-nine out
of a hundred of the people of America? If these by their occu-
pations, are to be excluded from having any share in the choice
of their rulers, or forms of government, would it not be best to
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acknowledge the jurisdiction of the British Parliament, which is

composed entirely of GENTLEMEN?

So far as the masses in the colonies were concerned, '^^their

[democratic] desires,” correctly wrote Allan Nevins in his pio-

neering study. The American States During and After the Revo-
lution (1924), “were among the springs which gave the revo-

lutionary movement its irresistible power.”

In showing the keen class interest of the masses in the move-
ment for independence—in making the point that this movement
was related to their efforts to overcome debts, to increase their

political power, to better their economic conditions—^we have not

sought in any way to demean their patriotic fervor. This is stated

because one finds such scholars as James Bert Loewenberg,
Samuel J. Brockunier and Ray A. Billington, in their editors’

notes to the account of a mass political struggle in pre-Revolu-

tionary Virginia, writing:^ “The lower classes . . . were no less

anxious [than the planters] to raise their voices against England’s

measures. But their motives were only partially patriotic
;
they saw

an unusual opportunity to improve their own social and economic
position.”

There is no contradiction between such desires and patriotism.

Rather, patriotism surely revolves around the desire and the

effort to improve the social and economic position of the masses

of people. Surely, too, patriotism is not a sentiment exclusive of,

or apart from, the needs and the welfare of the broadest masses

of a country’s population. Rather it was the real interests of the

vast majority of the American people which impelled them to

separate from Great Britain; in serving such interests the inde-

pendence of the American republic was established. This is

identical, not conflicting, with patriotism.



Chapter IV

Was the Revolution a

Majority Movement?

XhE predominant view in the exist-

ing historical literature holds that the American Revolution was

the work of a minority of the American people. Thus, Dora M.
Clark, in her British Opinion and the American Revolution

(1930), wrote: “The statement that a minority fought and

won the Revolution has become a commonplace.” And she con-

tinued to register her agreement. Again, John B. Brebner, in his

The Neutral Yankees of Nova Scotia (1937) declared: “It is

now generally believed that in most of the thirteen rebelhous

American Colonies the majority of the population was passive,

but that the radicals formed the larger of two active minorities.”

Lynn Montross, in his valuable study of the Continental Con-

gress, The Reluctant Rebels (1950), concurred that the Revolu-

tion was a minority movement, and even went on to generalize,

“it is the rule of history that revolutions in their early stages are

imposed upon the bulk of the people by an organized and de-

termined minority.”

I

Usually, when dealing with the American Revolution in par-

ticular, writers declare that one-third the population was Whig,

one-third was Tory, and one-third was indifferent or neutral.

52
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This has been repeated so many times—it goes back at least to

Sydney George Fisher’s True History of the American Revolu-

tion, published in 1902—that now it is offered as a self-evident

truth, needing no documentation. For example, so very careful

and learned a scholar as the late Evarts Boutell Green, in his

study of The Revolutionary Generation (1943) simply asserted:

“Roughly speaking, possibly a third of the population was Loyal-

ist, a third definitely Whig, and a third not active on either side.”

As the touchiness on the general subject of revolution has

grown, one can observe an effort to reduce further the percent-

age of the American population which actually did support the

revolutionary effort. Crane Brinton, for instance, in his Anatomy
of Revolution (1938) announced that not over ten percent of

the jX)pulation fell into that category.

Popular authors of such different outlooks as W. E. Wood-
ward and Leo Huberman in accepting the dominant view on
the minority nature of the Revolution adorn it by informing

their readers that those masses who did participate in the move-
ment were gulled into doing so by the propertied and well-

educated. Such views are grounded in reports by British officials

and leading Tories who naturally saw the Revolution in terms

of pawn-like masses being manipulated by their betters. But their

vision was suitable to their class; it was not an accurate view of

what actually happened.

Among present-day academic writers on this subject only one

serious dissident appears, but it is one whose marked competence

lends great weight to his opinion, exceptional though that opinion

is. John Richard Alden, in The American Revolution (1954),
declares that the patriot element outnumbered the Tory from

1775 on, and “that a substantial majority supported the patriot

cause after the Declaration of Independence.”

Professor Alden adds that those who affirm the one-third,

one-third, one-third proposition do so on the basis of a mis-

reading of The Works of John Adams, citing as they do a letter

by him in 1815. Alden refers to a letter which John Adams wrote

to James Lloyd in January, 1815, and he quite rightly declares

that in that letter Adams is not discussing the attitude of the

American people towards their own Revolution, but rather their
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attitude towards the French Revolution. In that regard Adams
believed that an equal three-part breakdown of the American
population would accurately reflect their feelings.

It is necessary to point out, however, that there is another

letter which John Adams wrote, also in 1815, in which he did

make reference to the attitude of the American people towards

their own Revolution and this does offer some substantiation of

the one-third school of interpreters. On December 22, 1815, John
Adams wrote a long letter to Dr. Jedediah Morse, in which he
stated that after 1765 and until 1775 Great Britain unleashed

an intensive propaganda drive in order to win over segments of

the colonial population and that, to a considerable degree, it

succeeded. Specifically, says Adams: “In the course of these ten

years, they formed and organized and drilled and disciplined a

party in favor of Great Britain, and they seduced and deluded

nearly one third of the people of the colonies.”

Here, in a letter v/ritten in 1815, one finds that John Adams
thought that there was something under, but close to, one-third

of the colonial population which, after 1765, favored England.
He says nothing at all about indifference and neutrality; rather

the inference from his letter would appear to be that he felt

that (approximately) seventy percent of the American popula-

tion favored the Revolutionary cause.

My own view would go along with that kind of a reading of

this Adams letter, and I agree with Professor Alden that a clear

majority of the colonial population favored the revolutionary

effort. It is further evident, that a reading of the letters of John
Adams (and of other Revolutionary leaders) written contempo-
raneously with the event shows that they themselves believed

they had the support of the vast majority of the population.

For example, John Adams wrote his wife, from Philadelphia,

July 3, 1776—referring to the advisability of the Declaration
of Independence—that “the whole people, in every colony of the

thirteen, have now adopted it as their own act.” George Wash-
ington, writing January 15, 1781, to John Laurens about the

“calamitous distress” affecting the Army and “the inquietudes

prevailing among the people,” nevertheless stated: “A large

majority [of the people] are still firmly attached to the independ-
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ence of these States, [and] abhor a reunion with Great Britain.”
Contemporary American historians of the Revolution took

majority support for granted. David Ramsay, for instance, wrote
in his History of the American Revolution (1789) : “As the war
was the people’s war, and was carried on without funds, the exer-
tions of the army would have been insufficient to effect the revo-
lution, unless the great body of the people had been prepared
for it, and also kept in a constant disposition to oppose Great
Britain.”

This, however, possibly may be rejected as subjective and “self-

serving.” We would add the following considerations. First, we
deny the proposition—assertedly “the rule of history”—expressed
by modem writers like Dennis W. Brogan, Crane Brinton, Lynn
Montross and others, that revolutions are minority efforts. On
the contrary, we think there is nothing more democratic than a
revolutionary movement and we believe that the success of such
a movement can be explained to a decisive degree on the basis of
its representing the desires of the overwhelming majority of the
inhabitants of the society being revolutionized. We say this be-
cause of the immense power ordinarily held by the vested inter-

ests against whom the revolutionary movement is directed, as
well as because of the normal inertia afflicting people in terms of
acting outside of the ordinary routine—and certainly revolu-
tionary conduct is extraordinary behavior, involving enormous
risks and burdens.

Further, specifically with the American Revolution, and still

confining ourselves to some general principles, the actual success
of that Revolution after several years of sustained effort despite
great hardships, enormous handicaps and a very powerful and
persistent foe, is the best evidence that the majority of the popu-
lation desired to carry on the effort to a successful conclusion.
For despite all the difficulties England faced, internally and inter-

nationally ( and we shall consider these in due course
) ,
and despite

the distances involved, the fact is that she was the greatest naval
and military power on earth, that she had never before been
bested in war, and that she was brought to defeat by the Ameri-
can Revolutionists. If those Revolutionists had not had the sup-
port of the majority of the American people it is very doubtful
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that England would in fact have been forced to recognize their

independence, no matter what the developments in Europe.

II

Let us, however, turn from these rather theoretical propositions

and consider some additional contemporary evidence as to the

sentiments of the American people in the decade preceding

Lexington.

Among the measuring rods of public opinion in 18th century

America were elections. It is true that suffrage was restricted as

compared to the present—although it was not as restricted, espe-

cially in the northern colonies, as some historians have asserted

—

but it is also true that a considerable segment of the adult male

population, perhaps as much as 70 to 75 per cent, could vote in

certain areas. In legally conducted elections held in the late 60’s

and early 70’s in such areas as Philadelphia, New York City,

Boston, Baltimore, and much of Connecticut and in Georgia, the

results invariably showed overwhelming support for the patriot

party. Thus, there were 410 voters in a Boston election in 1771

and though these voters faced a choice between Whigs and

Tories, there were 410 votes cast for Hancock, 403 for Sam
Adams, and 399 for James Otis

—

i,e., very near unanimity for

the whole Whig slate. Again, in the election of 1772, when the

Royal Governor, Thomas Hutchinson, extended himself to beat

the patriots in a Boston election, out of the 723 votes cast, 699

went to each of two patriot candidates—Thomas Gushing and

John Hancock. In Connecticut elections in 1775 and especially

early in 1776 the results were about the same—nearly a unani-

mous electorate behind the rebel candidates.

The last election in Maryland under the Proprietor was held

in 1773. Here, also, the triumph of the radical or patriot party

was overwhelming, and in certain areas, notably Annapolis and

Baltimore, the Court candidates did not even dare to appear in

public. In the 1768 elections in Georgia, of 25 members of the

lower House, 18 were what the Governor called ‘Violent Sons of

Liberty.” Thereafter, all the evidence from that area shows, the

anti-British feeling continued to grow so that by June, 1775,
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Governor Wright told London that there was near unanimity
for rebellion and that he could not, therefore, hold on to the
Province.

In the New England Town Meetings, where practically no
restrictions on the voting rights of adult males existed, through-
out the late 1760’s and early 1770’s the results of elections, on
people and policies, always ran practically unanimously in favor
of the patriot cause, so that the British government could see no
end to this embarrassment except to forbid the holding of the
Meetings.

In mass meetings and in demonstrations, both in cities and in
rural areas, assemblages totalled thousands and not infrequently
every adult of a community actively participated in some protest
aimed at British rule or policy. Examples abound—^the struggles

led by the Sons of Liberty against the Stamp Act, those in favor
of freedom of the press and supporting such champions of that
battle as the jailed Alexander McDougall, those opposed to the
Quartering Act, those protesting the Boston Massacre, support-
ing the opposition to the Tea Act, denouncing the Intolerable

Acts, and the truly remarkable intercolonial solidarity shown for

the people of Boston when their port was closed by one of those
latter acts.

Thus, when in September, 1774, it was rumored—falsely, it

turned out—that General Gage’s troops had killed six people in

Boston, very nearly every ablebodied man in Massachusetts took
a gun and set out for the city. Edward Channing, a historian not
given to exaggerations, stated that some 80,000 men actually

started out for Boston, each carrying a weapon. This helps ex-

plain General Gage’s report to Lord Dartmouth in London,
October 30, 1774: “A ferment throughout the continent united
the whole in one common cause . . . the country people . .

.
[were]

raised to such a pitch of phrenzy as to be ready for any mad
attempt they are put upon.”

In these efforts, remarkable leaders whose names are house-
hold words in the United States, came forth. But their leadership

represented, sprang from, and drew strength from the will and
courage of the vast majority of the American population. These
leaders functioned through indigenously-created organizations

—
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Sons of Liberty, Committees of Correspondence, Associations,

and others (of which more will be said later)—whose creation

reflected mass desire and whose continued effective operation

depended upon that mass will.

“The temper and wishes of the people supplied everything at

that time,” wrote John Adams in one of his autobiographical

memoranda, having reference to the years leading up to Revolu-

tion. Contemporaneously, Adams, in the papers signed “Novan-

glus” and published in the Boston Gazette from December, 1774,

to April, 1775, said that the people were “infinitely in favor” of

the patriots and that “there are 19 on one side to one on the

other.”

There are not only overwhelming evidences of mass support of

the Revolutionary leadership
;
there also exists good evidence that

that leadership frequently trailed behind the masses and had to

be pushed forward by them. Thus, for example, it is a fact that

the colonial leaders were opposed to the Stamp Act, but it is also

a fact that most of them were surprised at the sweep and the

vigor of the mass opposition that the Act aroused. This was true

of Franklin in England; and of Richard Henry Lee in Virginia,

who, once the Act was passed, actually applied for a position as

a collector, an application he hastily withdrew when the extent

of the mass opposition became clear to him.

In April, 1776, Joseph Hawley, a Revolutionary leader in

Massachusetts, wrote to Sam Adams, then in Philadelphia as a

member of the Continental Congress: “The people are now

ahead of you \i.e., Congress] and the only way to prevent dis-

cord and disunion is to strike while the iron is hot. The people s

blood is too hot to admit of delays.”

That same spring, John Adams, also a member of the Con-

gress, reported the mounting mass will: “Every post and every

day rolls in upon us independence like a torrent.”

George Mason wrote truly, in a letter to John Mercer, dated

October 2, 1778, when he condemned the efforts of the British

government to put forward the lie

that this great Revolution has been the work of a faction, of a

junto of ambitious men against the sense of the people of

America. On the contrary, nothing has been done without the
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approbation of the people, who have indeed outrun their lead-
ers, so that no capital measure has been adopted until they
called loudly for it.

There is a significant exception to this thesis of the mass sup-

port of the Revolutionary effort; it is so often reiterated as to

need separate, if brief, treatment. This concerns the members of

the Regulator Movement in North Carolina from 1768 through

1771. In The Colonial Era we touched on this movement and
need but reiterate here that it may be characterized as being pro-

debtor, pro-democratic, pioneer West versus settled and planter

East. There has long persisted the idea that the members of this

movement, incensed at its suppression by the East, turned against

the Revolution and became Tories and active supporters of the

Crown.

This idea persists despite the fact that its falseness has been

conclusively demonstrated in the most thorough and careful study

yet made of the Regulators, that by Elmer D. Johnson—possibly

because that study, for some reason, has never been published.

This work, completed in 1942, showed that exactly the opposite

of the widely-held view actually was correct. Johnson demon-
strated that “many of the men who opposed the Regulators be-

came Tories in the Revolution.” And he showed further that

“the majority of the Regulators fought on the side of the Whigs
during the Revolution.” Specifically, Johnson discovered and listed

the names of every known Regulator—to a total of 883. Of these,

the Revolutionary status—whether Tory or Patriot—of 323 can

be positively ascertained, and of these, 289 are known to have

actively fought in the Revolutionary army and 34 to have fought

as Tories. In the face of this study, one still generally finds the

Regulators classified as Tories, with the classifier usually adding

that this shows the “unpopular” character of the American

Revolution

!

The fact is that the American Revolution, in its origins, had
the fervent support of the overwhelming majority of the Ameri-

can people. That this was a popular war had profound effects, as

we shall show, upon its conduct and its repercussions.



Chapter V

The Development of

Revolutionary Institutions

ON E OF THE most interesting features of

the Revolutionary epoch is the formation of extra-legal and illegal

organizations for purposes of agitation and political activity.

These sprang out of protest movements such as those connected

with the Land Bank War in Massachusetts of the 1740’s and the

agrarian outbreaks in New York and the Carolinas twenty years

later. In the cities, too, dissident groups of mechanics, artisans,

laborers, storekeepers and merchants had come into being by the

1750’s and had even formed more or less distinct political parties,

certainly by the 1 7 60’s.

Thus, in New York City at least as early as 1752 there was a

Whig Club whose politics vvere quite radical and some of whose

members were later to be leaders of the Sons of Liberty. Again,

at about the same time, in Hartford and in New Haven, men
who described themselves as “true sons of righteous Liberty”

united politically and had a club organization that met more or

less regularly.

Traditionally, these Left-wing groups, both rural and urban,

concentrated their opposition upon either a Conservative-con-

trolled provincial legislature and/or Governor. But with the ’60’s

it became more and more clear that the opponent was the British

Parliament itself
;
this became sharper as the Parliament promul-

gated a policy that was aimed at all the colonies together. In such

60
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a situation the normal legislative modes of battle—such as with-

holding the Governor’s purse, refusing appropriations needed to

implement halted regulations ( as the Quartering Act ) ,
presenting

petitions—clearly were inadequate.

If such measures, for example, as the Sugar Act or the Stamp
Act or the Quartering Act or the Townshend Acts were to be
effectively opposed—and opposed at once—what was required

was the interposition of mass action. Thus, resistance to the

Quartering Act required not only legislative resolves; it required

also that the people, in whose homes the soldiers were to be
quartered, oppose the measure. Resistance to the Stamp Act
naturally resulted in provincial petitions and declarations con-

demnatory of the measure; but meanwhile the stamps were
printed and the agents were appointed and questions arose for

immediate decision: Should the stamps be distributed or not?

Should business go on illegally without the payment of the Stamp
tax? Should men be suffered to accept the position as Stamp Act
agents? The same kinds of questions arose with the Townshend
Acts: Should the duties be paid? What should be the attitude

towards the British informers whose presence went with the Acts?

Should all trade in taxable commodities be boycotted until the

taxes were repealed?

Political action could no longer be confined to the provincial

legislatures and to the particular seasons when they were in ses-

sion; nor could political action be confined only to those who
were able to meet whatever requirements might exist for voting

or for being elected to office. The questions placed on the agenda
for immediate resolution by the post-war British policy demanded
mass participation and full-time activity and some kind of disci-

pline so that the effect was not dissipated in anarchistic or purely

individualistic acts.

I

Organizations expressive of mass opposition to Parliamentary

policy made their appearance—their names varied, as Vox Pop-
uli, the Sons of Neptune (indicative of the importance of the

maritime workers in the resistance to Britain) and, most impor-
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tant, the Sons of Liberty, and the Daughters of Liberty, too.

Generally these began as secret organizations, but once they be-

came numerous enough to make legal persecution unwise and

unlikely they gave up their secrecy.

As seamen’s organizations, like the Sons of Neptune, had their

beginnings in the resistance to unpopular British laws and then

continued as forerunners of welfare and later trade union groups,

something similar happened with the merchants. Thus, at the

root of the founding of the New York Chamber of Commerce,

in 1768, was the rather seditious banding together of merchants in

resistance to the Townshend Acts and their agreeing not to trade

in the enumerated articles.

Of all the organizations, the broadest, most numerous and

most widespread was the Sons of Liberty,^ founded as part of the

effort to force the repeal of the Stamp Act. In it were merchants,

lawyers and urban workers and its policy was often split in ac-

cordance with its multi-class character, but the Left-wing—which

generally coincided with those of more moderate means was

generally dominant and the organization was a leading force

propelling the colonies towards independence.

It is the Sons of Liberty, in existence from New England to

South Carolina, that first launched the idea of inter-colonial

solidarity in resistance to England, of basic importance in the

holding of the Stamp Act Congress. It, too, was the gerniinating

force behind the Committees of Correspondence—which, in turn,

became the actual engines of revolution.

The Stamp Act Congress, as an organization, is of extreme

interest. It was suggested in June, 1765, in the Massachusetts

Assembly by James Otis. The idea was for each of the Provincial

legislatures to appoint committees to consult jointly on the prob-

lem raised by the Stamp Act. A letter from the Assembly urging

such a meeting to be held in New York City in October was sent

to the other colonies and in a remarkably short time positive

responses were received from most of them. Meanwhile, in Massa-

chusetts and Connecticut, there appeared Committees of Corre-

spondence in various towns whose functions were to inform each

other and to unite each other in the face of the crisis.

Twenty-eight delegates met in the New York City Hall on
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October 7 ;
they represented nine of the colonies—only Virginia,

Georgia, New Hampshire and North Carolina had been unable
to send delegates.^ Six of the colonies were represented by com-
mittees of their Assemblies, but since New York, Delaware, and
New Jersey had failed to take formal action, these colonies were
represented by men informally designated by various popular
organizations and mass meetings. All 28 were treated as equals

and the “First Congress of the American Colonies in Opposition
to the Tyrannical Acts of the British Parliament”—popularly

known as the Stamp Act Congress—^began its deliberations.

At this Congress was represented all colonial opinion, radical,

moderate and conservative
;
only the view of direct Crown agents

was missing. The Congress adopted unanimously, after days of

discussion, three documents : A Declaration of Rights, a Petition

to the King, and a Memorial to Both Houses of Parliament.

Neither the King nor the Parliament would acknowledge the

existence of this upstart and extra-legal organization called a
Congress, and the Petition and the Memorial were not received.

But all were published and were well received by public opin-

ion, a growing power with which both King and Parliament
would have to reckon. The Declaration of Rights was a frank

presentation of the colonists’ point of view and represented a new
instrument of political struggle reflective of the new institution

of such struggle—a Congress of popularly designated or chosen

delegates.

This Declaration, issued October 19, 1765, started out by
acknowledging allegiance to the Crown and “due subordination”

to Parliament. It then insisted that the colonists were “entitled to

all the inherent rights and liberties of his [the King’s] natural born
subjects” within Great Britain. Among these rights, said the

Declaration, was that of being taxed only by freely-given consent,

either in person or through one’s representatives; that the colon-

ists were not and, because of geography, could not be, represented

in Parliament and that therefore taxes could be imposed upon
them only by their own colonial legislatures.

Further, the Declaration insisted that trial by jury was an
“inherent and invaluable right” and that those portions of recent

laws which denied such a right in particular cases “have a mani-
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fest tendency to subvert the . . . liberties of the colonists.” The

burdensomeness of the taxes and the Acts of Trade were com-

plained of, and, as to the restrictions of the latter, it was empha-

sized that they curbed the colonists’ capacity to purchase British

manufactured goods.

The Declaration closed by urging the repeal of the Stamp Act,

of those acts setting up Admiralty courts, “and of the other late

Acts for the restriction of American commerce.”

The Stamp Act Congress adjourned October 24, 1765. One

week later, 200 leading merchants of New York City made public

the first of the non-importation agreements. These were new

revolutionary instrumentalities and were to be of recurring con-

sequence in American history for half a century.

These merchants unanimously agreed upon two things: “In

all orders they send out to Great Britain for goods or merchan-

dise of any nature, kind, or quality whatsoever, usually imported

from Great Britain, they will direct their correspondents not to

ship them unless the Stamp Act be repealed”
;
and “no merchant

will vend any goods or merchandise sent upon commission from

Great Britain that shall be shipped from thence after the first day

of January next,” unless the Stamp Act be repealed. At the same

time, the leading storekeepers and retailers of the city obliged

themselves, in a public announcement, “not to buy any goods,

wares, or merchandise of any person or persons whatsoever that

shall be shipped from Great Britain after the first day of January

next”—unless the Stamp Act be repealed.

Meanwhile, many mass meetings, delegations and demonstra-

tions, with the inter-colonial Sons of Liberty in the lead, were

held. Through this pressure, sometimes reaching the point of vio-

lence, every stamp agent in every colony had resigned his post by

November 1, 1765, the date set for the Stamp Act to take effect.

So effective was the Sons of Liberty in this period—with regu-

lar meetings, efficient committees, elected delegates to enforce

decisions, a press to make the decisions quickly known—that

Professor Lawrence H. Gipson, having in mind Connecticut,

wrote in his life of Jared Ingersoll, that its government “virtually

passed out of the hands of the legally constituted authorities; in
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place of these was substituted a species of control in public affairs

essentially revolutionary in character.”

II

Other forms of mass pressure and other expressions of popular

discontent recurred during these years. There were, for example,

clearly political strikes, as that of New York maritime workers

against unloading British transports in 1768, and that of Boston

construction workers against building fortifications for the British

in their city. Sometimes strikes occurred as part of the rising sense

of exploitation and malaise, with New York tailors in 1768 and

New York building-trades workers in 1769 striking for improved

conditions and higher wages.

Minor squabbles and pitched battles between the urban work-

ers and the armed British soldiers (who were encouraged to com-

pete for jobs with the native laborers) recurred, especially in New
York City and in Boston throughout the ’60’s. Several workers

were wounded and killed in these outbreaks before their culmi-

nation in the Boston Massacre of March 5, 1770, when five work-

ingmen, one of them a Negro, were shot dead by English troops.

It is this background that lends substance to the remark of the

Tory minister, Jonathan Boucher, in 1773 that:

Both employers and the employed, much to their mutual

shame and inconvenience, no longer live together with anything

like attachment and cordiality on either side; and the laboring

classes, instead of regarding the rich as their guardians, patrons,

and benefactors, now look on them as so many overgrown

collossuses, whom it is no demerit in them to wrong.

It is worth nothing, too, that the college population was over-

whelmingly anti-Tory in its sentiments. Professors Hofstadter and

Metzger, in their invaluable study of The Development of Aca-

demic Freedom in the United States (1955), make the point:

“In nationalist and colonial revolutions college and university

students have always played an aggressive part, and to this the

American college students were no exception.”

This student feeling manifested itself in the college papers and
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addresses dealing with such inflammable subjects as the right of
resistance to a tyrannical chief magistrate; the natural rights of
man; the compact theory of government; the question of female
equality; the justice or injustice of Negro slavery; the question of
taxation Mnthout representation. Measures of repression, which
in colleges of the 18th century tended to be more brutally physi-
cal than in those of the 20th century, evoked extraordinary and
\’igorous opposition.

A notable example of both the repressive efforts and the resist-
ance is offered by Yale, in the 1760’s. President Thomas Clap,
seeking to eliminate the “exuberance” of the student body, insti-
tuted in 1765 exceedingly tight discipline, heavy fines for its in-
fraction, increased tuition, poorer meals, and a policy of quick
expulsion. He was repaid with visitation from most of the student
body who expressed their feelings towards him by breaking the
windows in his home and nearly breaking several bones in his
body. When President Clap showed no improvement in the 1766
term, practically all the students and most of the tutors withdrew
from the college and let it be known that the college could have
its Clap and no students, or students and no Clap. In 1766, Presi-
dent Clap resigned and Yale continued.

Phe broadest and most firmly established of the popular organ-
izations in New England was the inimitable Town Meeting. These
were therefore more radical and more completely representative
than the provincial assemblies, or than the Stamp Act Congress
itself. These town meetings were busily adopting resolutions sup-
porting the boycott proposals and demanding the repeal of all
obnoxious laws.

Phese resolutions generally contained governmental theories
and political proposals that were further to the Left than that
of the Congress and that, in many instances, were harbingers of
the Declaration of Independence.

Thus, the Town Meeting of New London, Connecticut, unan-
imously adopted resolutions on December 10, 1765 that, among
other things, declared

:

Whenever those bounds are exceeded, the people have a rio-ht
to reassure the exercise of that authority which by nature they
had before they delegated it to individuals.
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That every tax imposed upon English subjects without con-
sent is against the natural rights and the bounds prescribed by
the English constitution. . . .

That it is the duty of every person in the colonies to oppose by
every lawful means the execution of those acts imposed on them,
and if they can in no other way be relieved, to reassume their

natural rights and the authority the laws of nature and of God
have vested them with.

This Town Meeting did not rest with the pronouncement of

these highly seditious sentiments; characteristically it proceeded

to spell out a program of recommended action. The program had

three parts, expressed in directives that were short, sweet and

straight to the point:

1st. That every officer in this colony duly execute the trust

reposed in him, agreeable to the true spirit of the English con-

stitution [as above defined, of course] and the laws of this

colony.

2nd. That every officer neglecting the exercise of his office

may justly expect the resentment of the people, and those who
proceed may depend on their protection.

3rd. It is presumed no person will publicly, in the pulpit or

otherwise, inculcate the doctrine of passive obedience, or any
other doctrine tending to quiet the minds of the people, in a

tame submission to any unjust imposition.

The agitation against the Stamp Act plus the consequent

appearance of the Sons of Liberty lie at the root of the forma-

tion of the earliest political groups and parties of the mechanics

and artisans as such. One of the first of these is the Mechanics'

Party of Charleston, South Carolina, certainly in existence by

1766 and led by Christopher Gadsden. Gadsden, one of the most

prominent of the Sons of Liberty in the South, had been a dele-

gate to the Stamp Act Congress and a spark-plug there in calling

for inter-colonial unity, in urging “there ought to be no New
England men, no New Yorker, etc., known on the continent, but

all of us Americans.”

This Charleston Mechanics’ Party lasted for several years and

from time to time elected its candidates to public office. It played

a particularly prominent part in leading the resistance to the

Townshend Acts in South Carolina, and in supervising the device
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of economic boycott which was revived and extended towards

the end of 1767 to fight those Acts. By the early 1770’s there was

no major town in the colonies that did not have its Mechanics

Party or Association or its Committee of Mechanics. These were

new instrumentalities representing the Left in the American revo-

lutionary coalition, most scrupulous about non-importation, most

diligent in serving various Committees of Correspondence and of

Safety and of Inspection. They were pioneers—as the Committee

of Mechanics in New York City was the first—to raise the per-

spective of independence from England.

Ill

In the resistance to the Townshend Acts the colonists could

draw on the experience gained and the forms erected to battle

against the Stamp Act. As a result, the non-importation move-

ment was more extensive in this case, and again took its lead

from the Left within the colonial protest movement.

The device of Committees of Correspondence was revived. It

was employed by the Massachusetts House of Representatives,

which in February, 1768, sent a “circular letter,” drawn up by

Samuel Adams, to each of the other twelve colonies protesting

the Townshend Acts, and other recent British acts limiting the

power of the House, and reiterating sharp objection to taxation

without representation. In April, this “letter” reaching England,

the Ministry ordered that the Massachusetts House repudiate it

or face dissolution and also ordered that all the other colonial

legislatures refuse to receive it. Their orders were disobeyed in

every particular: Massachusetts refused to repudiate and the

other Houses refused to reject. Thus, the “letter” and the tyran-

nical response it brought from the British, resulted in more fully

uniting the colonies and further estranging them from Great

Britain.

A result was the ordering in June, 1768, of the stationing of

British troops in Boston and this in turn led directly to still an-

other new revolutionary instrument—the provincial convention.

News of the troops order resulted in a Boston Town Meeting

resolution, in September, for the calling of a provincial conven-
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tion. This did assemble, with delegates from almost a hundred

Massachusetts towns; it met for five days, protested British policy,

and adjourned on September 28, 1768, the day the troops landed

in Boston.

Provincial conventions appeared elsewhere (as in Maryland in

June, 1769), the non-importation association spread throughout

the colonies, and very strong anti-Parliament resolves, written by

George Mason and introduced by George Washington, were

adopted by the Virginia House of Burgesses (in May, 1769).

From 1768 to 1769 colonial imports from England fell by half.

It is noteworthy that even after the British repealed the Town-

shend Acts—with the fateful exception of the tea tax—^the popu-

lar leaders and the mass organizations and parties wanted to

retain the boycott until all obnoxious legislation was repealed and

the principle of no taxation without representation was conceded.

It was the merchants who first reneged and insisted that, with the

partial repeal of the Townshend Acts, the boycott should end. It

did—but now only a spark was needed to start the whole revolu-

tionary apparatus into high gear again.

That spark came with the Gaspee incident (previously dis-

cussed), and with the British efTort to take control of the colonial

treasury away from the provincial legislature. The result was the

reconstitution of the Association movement in 1772 and the

establishment on a mass scale throughout the colonies of Com-

mittees of Correspondence.

These committees developed from two main stems, both hav-

ing a common root—opposition to unfettered British domination.

As we have seen, the device appeared as part of the Sons of

Liberty agitation of the 1760’s, and in this form had no official

or legal existence. In addition the provincial legislatures generally

had standing committees whose duty it was to carry on a corre-

spondence with colonial agents in England while the legislatures

were not in session.

With the fresh resistance engendered by the Gaspee affair,

legislatures began to direct their standing committees to enlarge

their duties by corresponding with similar committees in other

colonies. This was formally done in March, 1773, by the Virginia

House of Burgesses, which invited other colonies to do the same.
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The Massachusetts House of Representatives followed this ex-

ample in May, for, as it said, it “was fully sensible of the necessity

and importance of a union of the several colonies in America . . .

in order that the joint wisdom of the whole may be employed in

consulting their common safety.” By 1774 all the colonial legis-

latures had such committees.

At the same time, the committees set up by the Sons of Liberty

were reconstituted as the need arose, and town meetings through-

out New England and local governments elsewhere also set up
similar committees. Thus, by 1774 all the communities in the

colonies were knit together by one or another form of official and

unofficial Committee of Correspondence.®

The I'evolutionary handling of the tea question, the resulting

Intolerable Acts and the resistance to those acts, again was done

through the revolutionary forms already made familiar—Com-
mittees of Correspondence, boycotts, provincial conventions. The
culmination came in a revival of the Stamp Act Congress on a

grander and more highly organized form, known to history as

the First Continental Congress—a culmination forecast by Sam
Adams in 1771 and by Franklin in 1773. This Congress consisted

of 56 delegates from 12 colonies (all but Georgia) meeting from

September 5 through October 26, 1774, in Philadelphia.

Meanwhile, a revolutionary re-organization was going on of

the colonial militia. In 11 of the colonies (the exceptions were

Rhode Island and Connecticut) the officers of the militia had
received their commissions from the Royal or Proprietary gov-

ernors and so tended to be Tory in politics and highly unpopular

with the rank and file. Therefore groups of “minutemen” were

organized by the Whig parties, clubs and organizations, whose
officers were elected and were leaders of the movement to resist

Parliament. As late as the Battle of Bunker Hill (June 17, 1775)
it is this loosely associated, illegally established people’s militia

that formed the heart of the colonial armed resistance.

IV

We turn now to a consideration of the Continental Congress,^

the greatest of the American-made revolutionary instruments and
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one whose very name struck terror in the palaces of all Europe.

The direct precipitant of the Continental Congress was the

Intolerable Acts, and particularly the Boston Port Act. The latter

closed the port of Boston because “divers ill-affected persons'’

there had “fomented” “commotions and insurrections.” Trade
was to remain interdicted until the city paid damages to the East

India Tea company and until “reasonable satisfaction hath been
made to the officers of his Majesty’s revenue.” It became law
March 31, 1774, reached Boston May 10, and was to take effect

on June 1, 1774.

Organized resistance began at once. The Boston Town Meet-
ing instructed its Committee of Correspondence to send a letter

to the other towns and colonies protesting the Act, pledging

Boston’s determination not to yield and asking for support. On
May 13, such a letter, drafted by Samuel Adams, was on its way
throughout the Continent, being carried as fast as riders like the

Son of Liberty, Paul Revere, could go. “This attack,” said the

Boston Committee, “though made immediately upon us, is doubt-

less designed for every other colony who will not surrender their

sacred rights and liberties into the hands of an infamous min-

istry.” It urged that ''all should be united in opposition to this

violation of the liberties of aW’ and recommended that trade with

Great Britain be suspended.

In the major cities the immediate response of the populace was
favorable to resistance, boycott and unity with the Bostonians,

but the wealthier inhabitants directed all their influence towards

“moderation.” The result, in both Philadelphia and New York
City, was the enlargement of committees already in existence and
replies to Boston (on May 21 and May 23 respectively) which
avoided any agreement to boycott England ( Philadelphia’s letter

even suggested that the dumped tea be paid for) and urged the

meeting of delegates from all the colonies at a general congress

in order to consult together and achieve a redress of grievances.

At the same time. Providence (May 17) and Newport (May 20)

town meetings also proposed a general Congress, and the Con-
necticut legislature, on May 24, resolved in favor of a Congress.

It is interesting to observe that with the United States still

in an embryonic state, conservatism tended to rely on some kind
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of a federated center as a dilutor of local radicalism; it is adso

worth noting, however, that conservatives, even this early, did

not have a monopoly on desiring federation.

The New York and Philadelphia replies did not satisfy the

majority of the Bostonians, but they encouraged some of the

more timid and conservative merchants of that city. At a Town
Meeting of May 30, called to consider the responses, the “mod-
erates” turned out in unusual numbers and sought to capture it,

but, as General Gage sadly reported to the British Ministry, they

were “outvoted by a great majority of the lower class.” Boston
stood firm for no compensation, no compromise and a full boy-

cott. To enforce the boycott a “solemn league and covenant”

was adopted and a committee appointed to get signatures from
every Boston household in support thereof.

Decisive support for a policy of firm resistance came from Vir-

ginia, the most populous colony. Its House, on May 24, at the

suggestion of Thomas Jefferson, set apart June 1 as a “day of

fasting,” promised it would oppose “every injury to American
rights” and referred to the present situation as threatening Amer-
ica with “the evils of civil war.” As a result. Governor Dunmore
dissolved the House and announced he would issue no writs for

a new election.

On May 27, 25 members of the dissolved House met, de-

nounced the Boston Port Act, recommended that all payments
of debts to England cease and that court orders for their payment
be disregarded until the colonial grievances were remedied.

Further, this rump session of a dissolved House recommended
that a Provincial Congress meet in August in Williamsburg for

the purpose of electing delegates to a Continental Congress.

Meanwhile, masses of people were making their sentiments

known collectively and clearly. Typical of the popular gatherings

held throughout the colonies in the spring and summer of ’74

was the assemblage of “near one thousand people” on the green
of Farmington, Connecticut, on May 19. Here a 45-foot Liberty

Pole was erected, the Boston Port Bill was burned and five re-

solves were adopted by acclamation: “every American” was
happy to remain united with England “while our liberties are

duly secured, maintained and supported by our rightful sovereign.
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whose person we greatly revere”
;
the present Ministry, made up

of men with “wicked and corrupt hearts,” were seeking “to en-
slave us forever

; the Boston Port Act “is unjust, illegal and
oppressive” and injures “every American”; that “those pimps
and parasites” responsible for such a measure had earned “the
curses of all succeeding generations”

;
and, finally, that “we are

the sons of freedom and shall forever despise all efforts to load
US with ‘hhe chains of slavery.”

Leaflets appeared, appealing directly to the man and woman
on the street and in the fields, as the one issued the end of May,
1774, in Newport. It was headlined: “Join or Die,” invoked
memories of the successful battle against the Stamp Act, de-
nounced the Boston Port Bill and said the British closing of the
city “ought to be viewed in the same odious light as a direct,
hostile invasion of every province on the continent.” Relief, too,
flowed into Boston from every part of the colonies. Cattle and
fish came from New England

5
wheat from Quebec

j
rice from

the Carolinas. A typical notice of this practical kind of solidarity
is this modest little paragraph from the Pennsylvania Journal of
September 14, 1774:

The farmers in and about Alien-Town and Freehold, New-
Jersey, having opened a subscription for the relief of Boston,
in a very short time collected as much grain as loaded a sloop,
which sailed from Elizabeth-Town Point last week for Salem.

In September, 1774, General Gage wrote his superiors in
England: “This province [Massachusetts] is supported and
abetted by others beyond the conception of most {>eople, and
foreseen by none. Encouraged by and encouraging this response
was the magnificent conduct of the Bostonians themselves. Thus,
when Gage sought workers to build barracks for his troops, none
in Boston appeared, though unemployment was rife. Sabotage
hindered Gage’s preparations too—straw for the soldiers’ bedding
was burned; conveyances hauling building materials for their
barracks were destroyed.

By June several of the colonies began selecting delegates to
meet at a Continental Congress scheduled to gather in Philadel-
phia early in September. The Connecticut House, on June 3,
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empowered its Committee of Correspondence to pick the dele-

gates, which it did on July 13. The Rhode Island General Assem-

bly chose its delegates on June 15; the Massachusetts House did

its selecting two days later, behind locked doors (the key was in

Sam Adams’ pocket) while a messenger from Governor Gage,

with orders dissolving the body, tried vainly to enter. By August,

the legislature of Pennsylvania had picked a delegation
;
that from

South Carolina was selected by a mass meeting held in Charles-

ton and then approved by the Provincial House.

The New York Assembly was dissolved, hence delegates were

chosen from New York City and the counties of Westchester,

Dutchess, Albany, Orange, Suffolk and Kings by rather irregular

amd certainly illegal elections held under the auspices of various

ad hoc committees, the Sons of Liberty, and other organizations.

In New Hampshire, New Jersey, Maryland, Delaware, North
Carolina, and Virginia delegations were elected by illegal provin-

cial congresses convened for that purpose.

These provincial meetings, in turn, had had their delegates

selected by local—usually countywide—conventions so that in

the creation of the main inter-colonial revolutionary instrument,

the Continental Congress, there was truly grass-roots participa-

tion. The Virginia Convention, meeting August 1-6, 1774, was
characteristic of the several held that summer. It had two accom-
plishments: The selection, with instructions, of seven delegates

to the general Congress, and the adoption, in the name of the

Colony, of an Association, or agreement to boycott British goods
and, somewhat later, to ban all exports to Great Britain, and to

ban the slave trade, from all points, after November 1, 1774.

This Association required the signed pledge of all merchants and
traders, with provision for county committees to inquire into its

enforcement and to publish, “as inimical to this country,” the

names of any breaking the Association.

The instructions to the Virginia delegation included a reitera-

tion of the basic American position on the nature of the imperial

relation, an affirmation of the need for economic sanctions, and
a denunciation of Governor Gage for having branded as treason-

ous the holding of conventions in Massachusetts. Should the Gov-
ernor act to enforce his decree of treason, warned Virginia, it
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would prove him a “despotic viceroy . . . bound by no law”

and such action would justify, on the part of the colonies, “re-

sistance and reprisal.”

These illegal provincial assemblies were doing more than select-

ing delegates to a Continental Congress; they were, in fact,

taking upon themselves at least the rudiments of political sov-

ereignty. Another example of this development is offered by

Maryland. In Baltimore, on May 31, 1774, a town meeting

recommended the holding of a province-wide Congress whose

members were to come from each county and were to be em-
powered to take such action as the emergency might require. Less

than a month later, 92 elected delegates assembled in Annapolis

and thereafter actually wielded colony-wide power. The formal

assumption of revolutionary power by this Congress did not come
until July 26, 1775, but by then it had in fact held power for

13 months.

V
This was the manner of the selecting and this the setting for

the meeting of the 56 delegates from 12 dissatisfied colonies in

Philadelphia beginning September 5, 1774 (efforts in Georgia to

dispatch delegates were not successful) . Only one of these 56 had

not been born in America (he was from Wales)
;
more than half

(30) were lawyers, 18 planters and merchants (nine each), three

political office-holders, three millers, and there was one surveyor

and one carpenter.

The radical and conservative divisions of the Congress, which

had been present in the projections of its founding, appeared in

the earliest arrangements. Thus, as to a place of meeting, Joseph

Galloway, a wealthy merchant and land speculator—Speaker of

the Pennsylvania Assembly and leader of the Right grouping

—

urged that the Congress use the State House. But the Left looked

with favor at the offer made by the city’s carpenters of their meet-

ing hall, and argued that its acceptance would be “highly agree-

able to the mechanics and citizens in general.” The Left won,

and Carpenters’ Hall was immortalized.

The Right were of the opinion that the assemblage should
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have a name more high-sounding than that of the purely func-

tional term, “The Congress”; but the simplicity seemed a virtue

to the Left, and Congress it remained. The Right strongly urged

that the Congress’ presiding officer, selected by the delegates,

have a name in keeping with the traditions of prominence, such

as His Eminence, or His Majesty, or the like. The Left thought

the chosen presiding officer was simply the President and that

that title would go very well with the Congress, and “the Presi-

dent” it was.

Particularly heated, in the organizational phase of the First

Congress’ meeting, was the question of who was to serve as its

Secretary. Joseph Galloway supported a conservative Connecti-

cut lawyer, Silas Deane, for the post,® while the Left wished to

appoint Charles Thomson, though not a delegate, for he was

the outstanding mass leader of Philadelphia. Thomson it was,

and he held the post until 1789 when the Congress formed by

the new Constitution came into being.

These defeats of the Right on rather technical questions

heralded its defeat on the major substantive questions before the

body. Again this took the form of the consideration of a proposal

from Galloway, for a “union between Great Britain and the

Colonies.” Basic to this proposal was the creation of another

Parliament for External Affairs, as it were, to be administered

by a “President General” appointed by the King. This Parlia-

ment, to be chosen each three years by the Assemblies of all the

English-American colonies, was to have full control over “all

the general police and affairs of the colonies,” civil, commercial,

criminal, where those affairs were inter-colonial or related to

Great Britain and any one or more of the colonies. Regulations

or laws pertinent to the colonies might originate either in this new
Parliament, or in the old one, but the assent of both was required

for the validity of such acts.

The Galloway plan was warmly debated and finally rejected

(by one vote) largely on the grounds of cumbersomeness and the

fact that it left too much power over the colonies in the hands of

the King and Parliament.

While the colonial representatives, in provincial conventions

and the Continental Congress, were debating and organizing.
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the British government was, of course, not passive. It set about

for the strict enforcement of the Intolerable Acts and sent ships

and regiments to reinforce General Gage in Boston.

In response to these activities and particularly the military

reinforcements, the people of Massachusetts were meeting on a

town and county-wide basis to gather their own strength and
determine collectively their own course. Just prior to the meeting

of the Gontinental Congress, significant meetings of this kind

were held in Middlesex and Suffolk Counties and their resolu-

tions were sent to the newly-assembled Congress.

The Middlesex document, affirming a determination to resist

the Intolerable Acts, reached Philadelphia nine days after it had
first met, and created excitement. But two days later, on Septem-
ber 16, Paul Revere rode into Philadelphia with the “Suffolk

Resolves” and these made history. They were the work of

Joseph Warren and Samuel Adams, men of continental repute,

and this attracted attention, but above all, Boston was in Suffolk

County and so these resolves brought fresh word directly from
the martyred city.

These Resolves took the position of the Left in Congress and
were immediately pressed upon Congress for approval by the

Massachusetts delegation. They affirmed the County’s intent not

to obey the Intolerable Acts. They grounded the disobedience to

King and Parliament on “the law of nature” and the compact
theory holding that the Sovereign degenerates to tyrant where
he rules without or in contravention of that law. Finally, in re-

taliation, the Resolves urged a complete stoppage of all trade

with Great Britain. To Joseph Galloway, as he wrote in 1780,

this meant in fact the open expression of treasonous intent. But

to the majority at the Congress it meant what they desired by
way of asserting the rights of the colonies, and the Resolves were
approved.

The rejection of the Galloway plan and the approval of the

Suffolk Resolves set the stage for the actual declarations and
actions of the Congress itself. Though the Congress sat altogether

only from September 5 to October 26, it often began work at 6

in the morning and concluded 10 in the evening, and it accom-
plished a great deal.
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It adopted a “loyal address” to the King; an address to the

people of Great Britain; another to the people of those English-

American continental colonies not represented at the Congress

—

Quebec, Nova Scotia, Georgia and (East and West) Florida. It

agreed to reconvene if American grievances were not remedied by

May 10, 1775; adopted a “Declaration of Colonial Rights and

Grievances”
;
and worked out a plan of Association.

The Declaration and the Association were of particular con-

sequence. The former, adopted unanimously October 14, 1774,

claimed for the colonists all the rights and privileges of English-

men, demanded the repeal of the Intolerable Acts, reiterated the

doctrine of no taxation without representation and, basing itself

on “the immutable laws of nature,” insisted that the colonists

were “entitled to life, liberty and property” and that they had

“never ceded to any sovereign power whatever, a right to dispose

of either without their consent.” It closed by announcing that

they have “for the present only resoh’ed to pursue . . .
peace-

able measures,” the most important of which was “to enter into

a non-importation, non-consumption, and non-exportation agree-

ment or association.”

VI

The Association of the First Continental Congress, adopted

October 20, 1774, belongs among the ten or twelve most conse-

quential public documents in American history. More than any

other official declaration, the Association actually launched the

Revolution.

“His Majesty’s most loyal subjects,” at great pains to reiterate

their “allegiance to his Majesty,” announced themselves sorely

aggrieved by “a ruinous system of colony administration” insti-

tuted by his ministers, especially since 1763. The document saw

this system as “evidently calculated for enslaving these colonies,

and with them, the British Empire.”

To remove the grievances and to resist enslavement, the Con-

gress announced “a non-importation, non-consumption, and non-

exportation agreement” which it pledged to enforce “under the

sacred ties of virtue, honour and lo^’e of our country.” From
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December 1, 1774, the delegates agreed that all importations

from Great Britain and Ireland should cease and that no goods

originating there but exported from elsewhere would be im-

ported. They agreed to import no East India tea, no indigo and
no slaves from anywhere and to boycott most of the important

products of the British West Indies.

As “an effectual security for the observation of the non-

importation” agreement, the delegates agreed to the non-purchase

and non-consumption of the commodities listed above. Further,

they agreed that if the laws complained of were not repealed,

they would export nothing, after September 1, 1775, to Great

Britain, Ireland, or the West Indies.

The Association then enumerated, in the most specific manner,
how its agreements were to be honored. It provided explicit

modes of conduct for merchants, ship-owners and retailers, called

for the development of local industry and urged the abandon-
ment of all luxury. It warned against raising prices and declared

that anyone charging more for goods than he had in the previous

year was himself to be boycotted thereafter.

It provided, also, the machinery for enforcement, thereby

setting into operation what became, second only to the Army, the

actual instrumentality of revolution. This was done in two
paragraphs

:

That a committee be chosen in every county, city, and town
by those who are qualified to vote for representatives in the
legislature, whose business it shall be attentively to observe the
conduct of all persons touching this Association; and when it

shall be made to appear to the satisfaction of a majority of any
such committee that any person within the limits of their ap-
pointment has violated this Association, that such majority do
forthwith cause the truth of the case to be published in the

gazette; to the end that all such foes to the rights of British

America may be publicly known, and universally condemned as

the enemies of American liberty; and thenceforth we respec-

tively will break off all dealings with him or her.

That the committee of correspondence, in the respective

colonies, do frequently inspect the entries of their custom houses,

and inform each other, from time to time, of the true state

thereof, and of every other material circumstance that may
occur relative to this Association.
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The Association closed by recommending in addition that the

provincial conventions and committees “establish such farther

regulations as they may think proper, for carrying into execution

this Association.”

The creation of the Association justifies Burnett’s estimate:

Beginning as a consultative assembly of the several colonies,

the medium through which they voiced their common griev-

ances and common desires, the Congress presently became the

active head in the promotion of that movement whereby those

several dependent political entities were drawn into cooperation

for the attainment of their common aims.

VII

The work of the extra-legal Continental Congress was approved

by equally extra-legal conventions and provincial congresses. And

in every colony—except Georgia which had not been repre-

sented in the Congress, and New York which had been only par-

tially represented—local committees of inspection or of safety or

of observation (the name varied in different regions) came into

being with the sanction of either the provincial assembly, or a

rump assembly, or a general committee of correspondence. Even

in Georgia and in New York such committees appeared in numer-

ous communities and went ahead on their own with the enforce-

ment of the Association.

These committees were, in fact, bodies of government, for

nothing less could enforce the sweeping provisions of the Asso-

ciation. In the act of carrying out that prime obligation, these

committees also undertook—especially as British and Tory ac-

tivity intensified—the protection of the entire colonial struggle.

Governor Dunmore of Virginia, writing to Lord Dartmouth

December 24, 1774, described the situation as follows:

A committee has been chosen in every County, whose business

it is to carry the Association of the Congress into execution,

which committee assumes the authority to inspect the books,

invoices and all other secrets ... of merchants; to watch the

conduct of every inhabitant ... to interrogate them respecting

all matters . . . and to stigmatize . . . such as they find trans-
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gressing what they are now hardy enough to call the Laws of

Congress. . . . Every County is now arming a Company for the

avowed purpose of protecting their Committees, and to be
employed against government, if occasion require.

The enforcement of the non-importation, non-exportation and

non-consumption provisions of the Association required detailed

and continual supervisory and administrative work. Much of this

was done in a very rough and ready sort of way and none of it

had any legal sanction if one viewed the colonies legally—and

narrowly and unrealistically—as still fully subordinate to King
and Parliament.

Of this enforcement procedure, Professor Burnett remarked:

“What a pity we could not have escaped this sordid chapter of

our ‘Glorious Revolution’ !” Many later historians have evinced

the same tender emotions by drawing a veil completely over this

“sordidness.”

But how to enforce the Association without enforcing it and
how to resist the British policy of military subjugation without

resisting it are problems which such historians do not explain.

The American colonial population, however, was quite in earnest.

It posed and met these problems, and the solutions, in life, were

often indelicate, sometimes quite arbitrary, and occasionally even

brutal.

Rural and urban communities throughout the colonies en-

trusted the organization of the huge boycott movement to local

committees of outstanding patriots. Where resistance was met to

the boycott it was countered by individual visits and discussions,

mass delegations, publicity—especially in the vitalized news-

papers—by refusing to have any dealings with the guilty party,

and, on more than one occasion, by some kind of physical punish-

ment, directed against either property or person or both. Happily,

death seems to have resulted very rarely from this activity. Even
during the Revolution itself, the execution of political opponents

by the Revolutionary governments, while it did occur (a few

executions of Tories were even carried out after the Revolution)

was limited to a small number. More will be said of this in sub-

sequent pages.

Some joined the Association effort not because of agreement.
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but out of fear or for tactical considerations. Reflecting this kind

of reaction was the diary entry of James Allen, scion of a lead-

ing Philadelphia merchant: “My inducement principally to join

them is that a man is suspected who does not
;
& I chuse to have

a Musket on my shoulders, to be on a par with them
;
& I believe

discreet people mixing with them, may keep them in order.”

For those who persisted in opposition to the popular move-

ment, other forms of persuasion or neutralization or domination

were employed. Again, some typical examples will be offered.

Thus, in Worcester, Massachusetts, late in 1774, all the black-

smiths—there were 43 of them—publicly pledged themselves not

to “do or perform any work, or business of any kind, for any

person or persons commonly known by the name of tories.”

An example of another kind is offered by a paragraph in a

Tory-inclined New York City newspaper. Gainers Mercury of

February 27, 1775:

Some time ago, Dr. Clarke, of Reading [Conn.], a gentleman

distinguished by a firm attachment to the king and the con-

stitution, was seized in the township of Hartford, and to the

indelible disgrace of their police, carried upon a rail about the

parish, under which cruelty he several times fainted. When dis-

missed by his tormentors, and examined by Dr. Tidmarsh, he

was found to be injured in a manner unfit for description. The
doctor was menaced with the same treatment for his humanity
to the sufferer, whose only crime was speaking in terms of respect

of the king, and of his government.

Dr. Clarke got off rather easily, for people in his circumstances

often were treated to a bath in tar and a sprinkling with feathers,

after or before the rail-ride, and there was little to choose be-

tween these for discomfort and danger.

Another kind of case involved one identified only as R.H., of

Kent County, Delaware. This gentleman achieved some notoriety

as the author, early in 1775, of the so-called Kentish Letter.

Published in Humphreys Ledger, it maintained that most of the

people of Kent County were opposed to the revolutionary

proceedings.

The county committee of correspondence contacted Mr. R. H,,
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persuaded him of the error of his ways and urged him to mani-
fest his persuasion by sending a letter acknowledging his mistake

to the committee. On May 2, 1775, R. H. submitted such a

letter to the committee. Here he declared that, as published, the

letter was “some altered from the original”; that he had “had
no intention to have it published” and that he was “sincerely

sorry I ever wrote it, as also for its being published.” R. H. con-

cluded by hoping, “I shall be excused for this, my first breach
in this way, and I intend it shall be the last.”

The president of the Committee of Correspondence, after con-

sulting with some other members of the committee, submitted this

letter to the county committee of inspection. That committee
then informed R. H. that it had taken his letter into considera-

tion “and have unanimously resolved that it is unsatisfactory.”

The committee was not particularly interested in the soul-

searching of R. H.
;

it was interested in his assertion as to the

sentiments of the majority of the people of Kent County. That
assertion had been published and was false and was not re-

tracted in R. H.’s letter. Hence, said the committee’s reply to

R. H., “you are requested to attend the committee at their next

meeting on Tuesday, the 9th inst. at French Battell’s, Dover, and
render such satisfaction to the committee, as will enable them to

clear the good people of this county from the aspersions of that

letter, and justify them in the eyes of the public.”

R. H. did “attend the committee” at the time and place indi-

cated but no minutes of that meeting have survived. But it did

result in another, and quite different, letter to the committee
from R. H., dated May 9, and soon published to the world. This

time R. H. “with sorrow and contrition for my weakness and
folly” “confessed” himself the author of the so-called Kentish

letter, which had been “published without my consent, and not

without some alterations.” And this time R. H. announced
himself.

now convinced that the political sentiments therein contained
were founded on the grossest error; more especially that malig-
nant insinuation, that “if the king’s standard were now erected,

nine out of ten would repair to it,” could not have been sug-



84 The American Revolution

gested, but from the deepest infatuation. True indeed it is, the

people of this county have ever shewn a zealous attachment to his

majesty’s person and government, and whenever he raised his

standard in a just cause, were ready to flock to it; but let the

severe account I now render to an injured people, witness to

the world, that none are more ready to oppose tyranny or to be
first in the cause of liberty, than the inhabitants of Kent county.

R. H. concluded by begging forgiveness and by promising that

he would “never again oppose those laudable measures, necessa-

rily adopted by my countrymen, for the preservation of American
freedom.”

Of this letter it was “resolved unanimously, that the commit-

tee do think the above recantation fully satisfactory.”

VIII

While the whole spirit and form of colonial government was
being transformed at this local, grass-roots level, similar develop-

ments were proceeding not only in terms of the Continental

Congress, but also in each of the colonies as a unit.

Thus, in Massachusetts, the Governor, General Gage, issued

the necessary writs for an election of the House of Representa-

tives in September, 1774. The election was held, but, its results

displeasing the Governor and most of the royally-appointed mem-
bers of the Council rejecting their seats, he refused to meet the

new House and ordered it dissolved before it had even assembled.

Most of the elected members, not intimidated by the Governor,

assembled as a provincial congress and proceeded to pass reso-

lutions—in fact, laws, since the people acted on them—providing

for the armed defense of the colony.

The Governor issued a proclamation, November 10, 1774,

saying that

Whereas, a number of persons unlawfully assembled at Cam-
bridge, in the month of October last, calling themselves a
Provincial Congress, did, in the most open and daring terms,
assume to themselves the powers and authority of government,
independent of, and repugnant to his majesty’s government
legally and constitutionally established within this province, and
tending utterly to subvert the same . . .
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all decent and loyal subjects of the King were warned that this

was treason and support to it would warrant the penalties of

treason.

But it was the proclamation and not the Congress that went
unheeded. The Association was supported, local manufacturing
was undertaken, generals were appointed, militia companies
were organized, military stores gathered, and in village and
hamlet, volunteer armed bodies, calling themselves “Minute
Men,” came into being. Here, for example, is the agreement of

the voluntary armed body of the men of Ipswich, Mass., adopted

January 24, 1775

:

We whose names are hereunto subscribed do voluntarily en-
list ourselves as minutemen, to be ready for military operation
upon the shortest notice. And we hereby promise and engage
that we will immediately, each of us, provide for and equip
himself with an effective fire-arm, bayonet, pouch, knapsack,
and round of cartridges ready made.

These men promised to drill at least twice a week, to elect

their own officers and to render them obedience. Further, they

provided for a fine
—

“of two shillings lawful money for the use

of the company”—to be imposed on any officer or soldier who
neglected his duties. And this footnote was appended to their

agreement: “It is to be understood that when nine companies
of fifty men each are enlisted, that then the said officers of the

minute companies proceed to choose their field officers, agree-

able to the proposal of the provincial congress.”

While revolutionary committees and conventions were pro-

viding for the arming of the patriots, they were also undertaking

to disarm the Tories. A typical newspaper account of this effort

occurs in the Pennsylvania Packet of June 5, 1775—the story

itself dated May 24:

It having been thought highly expedient, at this exigency of
our public affairs, that every person among us who is known to

be an enemy to the rights and privileges of this country, and has
been aiding and abetting the cursed plans of a tyrannical ruler,

and an abandoned ministry, should be disarmed and rendered
as incapable as possible of doing further material mischief, the
Tories in Worcester, Mass., were notified to appear with their
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arms and ammunitions on Monday last. They accordingly ap-
peared, and after surrendering their arms to the committee of

correspondence, and being strictly ordered not to leave town, or

to meet together without a permit, were dismissed.

In Maryland, the Governor refused to call for elections or to

validate the meeting of any assemblies; hence a revolutionary

provincial congress made up of illegally elected delegates pro-

ceeded to govern, in fact, the colony from 1775 on. In New
York a Provincial Congress took over the government and in

New York City a Committee of 100 ruled. From that city the

Royal Governor fled to Long Island
;
the British officer in charge

of the troops there—the Royal Irish regiment, heavily hit by
desertions of his men to the patriots—moved them aboard naval

vessels in the harbor.

In Pennsylvania, from January, 1775 to June, 1776—when a

completely new government was established—there was in fact

a dual government. A Provincial Convention with a standing

committee of correspondence existed simultaneously with the old

Assembly, and the extra-legal body served as a force moving the

Assembly to democratize itself and to align itself with the patriots.

But this going too slowly resulted in the elimination of the old

Pennsylvania government and its replacement by another created

under the very advanced 1776 Constitution.

In 1774, as we have seen, a Provincial Congress had already

come into all but legal power in Virginia. In December of that

year Lord Dunmore, the Royal Governor, announced the King’s

authority at an end and took himself to warships off Norfolk.

Early in 1775 elections were held throughout Virginia for a

second provincial convention; it assembled in March, 1775, be-

coming in fact the Virginia revolutionary government. It was
this convention which was stirred by Patrick Henry’s “as for me,
give me liberty or give me death !” and it is this convention that

undertook to prepare Virginia for armed resistance, while re-

iterating its desire for reconciliation with England.

By 1775 provincial congresses were being held even in remote
and sparsely-settled Georgia. Indeed, three were held in that

year and delegates to another met in January, 1776. These
congresses became, in fact, the government of Georgia, and in
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the periods when they were not in session, a Council of Safety
acted for it, on a province-wide scale, and so-called Parochial
Committees, on a local scale. Through these institutions legisla-

tive, executive and judicial duties were carried out, militia or-

ganized, Indian relations conducted, money raised and issued,

revolutionary propaganda broadcast, and the Tories checked.
Thus was government conducted in Georgia, until April, 1776,

when a more formal, but still provisional, apparatus was estab-

lished, to give way, in 1777, to republican government as pro-
vided for in the state constitution then adopted.

These provincial conventions not only heard magnificent
speeches, such as that by Patrick Henry, and did not deal only
with such grand questions as electing and instructing delegates

to the Continental Congress. They also—as functioning govern-
mental organs—listened to the pleas of the ordinary inhabitant

and dealt with questions of individual livelihood. Again, a single

example may illustrate the point.

The journal of the Maryland Provincial Convention for July

28, 1775, contains this entry:

The petition of Patrick Graham of Charles County, Taylor
[tailor], praying “remission of the sentence of the committee of
Charles County, and that he might be restored to the privileges
of a Citizen” being read and considered, It is thereupon ordered
that the said Patrick Graham be allowed to exercise his former
trade of a Taylor, and that he also be permitted to buy provi-
sions and other necessaries for the use of his family; And that
the said Patrick Graham be allowed and permitted to collect,

and receive all just debts due to him; and that all persons be
permitted to employ the said Patrick Graham as a Taylor, and
to sell him provisions and other necessaries for his Family. But
that the said Patrick Graham be not allowed to carry on any
Traffic or merchandize, until it be otherwise resolved by this or
some future Convention.

Thus had the revolutionary committees and conventions and
parties and societies developed into local and provincial and
continental revolutionary organizations and finally, organs of

government.

So it was that when, in the evening of April 18, 1775, General
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Gage sent out (secretly, he falsely believed) a strong contingent

of troops to confiscate military stores at Concord and to take

prisoner two political refugees, John Hancock and Samuel Adams

—whose hiding place in the home of a minister had been re-

vealed to Gage by Dr. Benjamin Church, one of the half-dozen

top patriots of Massachusetts, and a British agent—those troops

met effective resistance.

IX

Thus, it was, too, that by the time the battles at Lexington and

Concord had been fought, delegates to the Second Continental

Congress, due to assemble on May 10, were already on their way

to Philadelphia. The delegates this time were selected not by

provincial assemblies but rather by the revolutionary congresses

or conventions already mentioned. This time delegates were

present from all thirteen colonies, with New York officially repre-

sented by a strong delegation including George Clinton, Robert

R. Livingston and Philip Schuyler. Georgia was represented by

but one delegate, Lyman Hall of St. John’s parish, but, it will

be remembered, that colony had had no delegate at the 1774

Congress. Other delegations were strengthened as compared

with the earlier Congress. Thus, from Virginia came Thomas

Jefferson, from Massachusetts, John Hancock, and now among

Pennsylvania’s delegates was Benjamin Franklin.

The instructions of the delegates were simpler and more direct

in 1775 than they had been the previous fall. Generally, they

were empowered, in the words of Massachusetts, to “order such

farther measures as shall to them appear to be best calculated

for the recovery and establishment of American rights and

liberties, and for restoring harmony between Great Britain and

the colonies.”

This Congress remained the Congress of the United Colonies

and then of the United States until the First Congress held under

the provisions of the present Constitution assembled in New York

City in 1789.

In its first few weeks in the spring of 1775 its transformation
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from a revolutionary consultative body into a revolutionary cen-
tral government, which had already begun in the first Conti-
nental Congress, was pushed further ahead
For now hostilities had begun and all the colonies already had

ralhed to the support of Massachusetts when news of Lexington
and Concord spread, as it did with extraordinary speed through
the agency of the hundreds of committees that knit the con-
tinent together. Now insistent questions pressed for immediate
answers. Should the British be resisted by arms? If so, how
should the armies be organized, equipped, paid, officered? How
formulate the purposes of the resistance? How raise the funds
to sustain it?

To answer these questions meant to create a continental army,
to make the most experienced and most distinguished colonial

mihtary man—George Washington of Virginia—the command-
ing general, to issue a currency, to reject Lord North’s terms for

“conciliation,” to begin the regulation of trade, to consider

—

and postpone—Franklin’s proposed “Articles of Confederation.”

Everything flowed out of the British decision that the agitation

in America was actually treason and was the result of the mis-

chievous activity of a handful of fanatics and bandits who had
terrorized or browbeaten or gulled a sufficient number of the

“mob” into supporting them. For this the British Empire had a
standard operating procedure: Forcible repression; stem
“justice”

;
continued subordination.

In reply, the subversive leaders of the misguided rabble, in

Congress assembled, issued on July 6, 1775, a “Declaration of

the Causes and Necessity of Taking up Arms” drafted by the

chief representatives of the Left and the Right in that Congress,

Thomas Jefferson and John Dickinson.

Here, yet again, were the grievances of the colonists and the

oppressions of the Crown enumerated. These, said the Declara-

tion, culminated in the aggressions at Lexington and Concord,
the burning of Charlestown in Massachusetts, the seizure of

vessels and the issuance (on June 12, 1775) of a proclamation
of martial law by General Gage which declared the patriots

“either by name or description, to be rebels and traitors, to super-
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sede the course of the common law” and to promise them the

hangman’s noose.

Hence

:

We are reduced to the alternative of choosing an uncondi-

tional submission to the tyranny of irritated ministers, or re-

sistance by force. The latter is our choice. . . .

Our cause is just. Our union is perfect. Our internal resources

are great, and, if necessary, foreign assistance is undoubtedly

attainable. ...
We mean not to dissolve that union [in the Empire] which

has so long and so happily subsisted between us, and which we
sincerely wish to see restored. Necessity has not yet driven us

into that desperate measure. ...
In our own native land, in defence of the freedom that is our

birth-right . . . for the protection of our property, acquired

solely by the honest industry of our fore-fathers and ourselves,

against violence actually offered, we have taken up arms. We
shall lay them down when hostilities shall cease on the part of

the aggressors, and all danger of their being renewed shall be

removed, and not before.

This, plus a final petition to the King, dated July 8, 1775,

pleading for redress and reiterating loyalty, were replied to on

August 23, with the Crown’s issuance of a Proclamation for

Suppressing Rebellions and Sedition. Subjects in America, “mis-

led by dangerous and ill designing men” had “proceeded to open

and avowed rebellion,” said the Royal Proclamation. All His

Majesty’s officers were ordered to “suppress such rebellion, and

to bring the traitors to justice,” while all loyal subjects were re-

quired “to disclose and make known all traitorous conspiracies

... in order to bring to condign punishment” the outlaws dis-

tressing His Highness.

The forging of revolutionary institutions was complete. The

traitors or the patriots—they were one and the same, depending

on the viewpoint—now could sink or swim in their stormy voyage

on a turbulent sea. They had “resolved to die freemen rather

than to live slaves” and the might of the hitherto undefeated

British Empire was pledged to test that resolve.



Chapter VI

The Movement Toward

Independence

TJLNDEPENDENCE was not declared
until more than 15 months had passed after Lexington and
Concord. The Revolutionists were united in seeking the redress
of grievances; they difTered amongst themselves as to how best

to assure such redress. Far from explicitly calling for separation
from England, they reiterated their devotion to Great Britain
and its—and their—monarch. They were seeking indeed, the
rights of Englishmen and surely, on its face, this did not mean
independence from England.

Yet, independence was the logical result of the historical

development of colonial America and its seeds were sown with
the colonies’ founding. This logic is not a matter of hindsight
but was perceived and discussed by contemporaries, from the
colonies, from England, and from the Continent.

The actual shift, however, within 15 months, from a move-
ment swearing loyalty and allegiance to the British Crown to one
pledged to sever such allegiance, itself needs tracing. It sprang
from four intertwined forces : The desire of the Left in the revo-

lutionary coalition; the obduracy of the British rulers; the cumu-
lative effects of the actual fighting and the requirements pressing
lor immediate solutions which the warfare imposed

;
and the inter-

national situation.

91
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I

As to the first: It is a fact that there was a widespread public

opinion—how widespread the evidence does not make clear

—

in the colonies during the ’60’s and ’70’s, favoring independence

from England. The idea was treasonous and so not openly pro-

claimed, yet the contemporaneous atmosphere clearly shows the

presence of the idea, its growth, and the fears it evoked from the

Crown and its servants. The problem of measuring opinion is

complicated by reaction’s tendency to smear dissent as treason.

Thus, the King’s officials were quick—no doubt, too quick—^to

terminate debates as to the merits or demerits of this or that

feature of the imperial system with the accusation that their

opponents sought to overturn and not to improve the system.

Still, the question of independence certainly was being dis-

cussed in pre-Revolutionary America. It was with the un-proper-

tied or meagerly propertied segments of the colonial population that

the idea had most favor; from the wealthy it evoked most horror.

As the actual fighting commenced, it was the Left which increas-

ingly distinguished itself from the Center and Right by the

vehemence with which it announced colonial grievances, and the

vigor with which it pressed for colonial action. It is the Left

which had least illusions concerning the beneficence of the King
and which first saw that independence was the only alternative

to complete subjugation.

The policy of the American Left was fostered and vindicated

by the program of the British Right, controlling the British state.

This program, especially after the Gaspee incident, was in-

creasingly one of total suppression, aiming at something approxi-

mating a complete elimination of colonial self-government and
its replacement by a consolidated, militarized, anti-democratic

satrapy. As this became ever more clear, the practicality of

“moderation,” of a “safe and sane,” conservative effort to return

to the pre-1763 days, became increasingly dubious.

The whole momentum of resistance, and particularly its or-

ganization and implementation, by and following the First Con-
tinental Congress, led towards separation. And on the day the

Second Congress assembled, Lexington and Concord were three
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weeks old, and Ethan Allen took Ticonderoga—followed two

days later, May 12, with Seth Warner’s capture of Grown Point.

By this time, the delegates to the Second Congress, though in

no case authorized to declare for independence, were given in-

structions of greater elasticity than was true in 1774. But what-

ever their instructions, they gathered in the midst of a revolution-

ary situation. They acted accordingly and the result, given the

intransigence of the Crown—had to be independence.

Thus, the first resolution of the new Congress, June 3, 1775,

reads:

That a committee be appointed for the purpose of borrowing
six thousand pounds for the use of America; for the repayment
of which with interest, the Congress will make full and ample
provision, and that the said committee apply the said sum of

money to the purchase of gunpowder for the use of the Con-
tinental Army.

Here, in a single paragraph, is the Congress establishing the

rudiments of a Treasury Department (for a non-existent govern-

ment) by incurring a debt and promising to pay off principal

and interest; and of a War Department by providing for supplies

to reach a Continental Army, itself in the process of creation.

Further, when the Second Congress met it was faced with a

letter from Massachusetts pointing out that the King had re-

voked its charter and that, in fact, government had ceased to

exist. What, asked the letter, did the Congress advise? So, on

June 9, the Congress resolved that the Massachusetts provincial

convention hold its own popular election of an Assembly, and

that this Assembly choose a Council and that this Assembly and

Council function as the Massachusetts government—until His

Majesty saw the light! Here was the Second Congress assum-

ing supra-colonial governmental powers in fact, while in law it

had no existence and even in its own eyes had but a purely

advisory capacity.

Having by resolution on June 3 referred to a Continental

Army, the Congress, on June 14, brought it into being by order-

ing Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania to raise ten companies

of riflemen each and ordering them to march north and join

the thousands of New Englanders besieging the King’s troops in
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Boston. The next day the office of General of this army was
created (again a fiscal problem; his salary was to be $6,000
annually—luckily, however, the wealthy Virginian refused pay-
ment for his services). Colonel Washington was chosen ‘ho com-
mand all the continental forces ... for the defence of Ameri-
can liberty.” Before the troops or the commander could get to

Massachusetts, the first major engagement—on Breed’s Hill
though called the Battle of Bunker Hill—was fought lune 19,
1775.

II

The necessities of conducting a war produced other beginnings
of government even before the Declaration of Independence;
these beginnings are of consequence in tracing the roots of that
Declaration, as they are in understanding the form of the actual
government subsequently established.

Thus, in November, 1775, the Congress established a Com-
mittee of (Secret) Correspondence which with a ver)^ modest
budget had the task of winning friends abroad for the revolu-
tionary effort. This Committee of international sedition became,
in 1777, the Committee for Foreign Affairs and is the actual
ancestor of the present Department of State. Again, even earlier

in September, 1775—the Congress established a Committee
for Purchases, which in 1777 became the Committee of Com-
merce, ancestor of the present Department of Commerce. Sim-
ilarly, appropriate committees to handle maritime and financial
matters had been appointed in 1775 to form the institutional
origins of the Treasury and Navy Departments.

Meanwhile, the King and his Ministers were scorning Ameri-
can petitions and, by refusing to believe their protestations of
loyalty, were destroying its last remnants. As early as September,

the King wrote his Prime Minister, “the die is now cast,
the colonies must either submit or triumph.” A few weeks later
he insisted that New England was “in a state of rebellion” and
added: “Blows must decide whether they are to be subject to
this country or independent.” Those were the alternatives as the
King saw them; “either master them or totally leave them,” as
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he wrote in a letter to General Gage, in October, 1774. This
British policy played a major part in determining the colonists’

choice.

In November, 1774, a majority in Parliament let the King
know that it approved his view of the matter, and in an Address
to the Throne, urged him to take all necessary steps “to enforce
[in the colonies] due obedience to the laws and authority of the
supreme legislature.” By the spring of 1775, Parliament enacted
additional legislation further curbing colonial trade, and forbid-
ding New Englanders from fishing on the Newfoundland Banks

devastating blows to thousands of families.

By August, 1775, the King officially declared the American
colonies to be in a state of rebellion and promised to hang their

leaders; in December, 1775, Parliament announced the colonies
to be outside British protection, forbade all trade with them and
authorized the seizure and confiscation of American ships at sea.

Obviously all this provoked colonial replies in kind. In March,
1776, Congress provided for the outfitting of privateers and the
issuance of letters of marque; the next month Congress repealed
all British Acts of Trade so far as they affected America in any
’^'ay—two acts of economic independence presaging the political

pronouncement soon to follow.

By the summer of 1775, Franklin had drawn up a plan for

“Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union.” Jefferson fav-
ored it, but stated that approval of independence—implicit in the
plan was not yet sufficiently widespread and so urged that it be
put aside, temporarily, in order not to endanger the unity of the
revolutionary coalition.

The actual fighting enhanced the trend toward independence,
for it helped develop the American nationality on the anvil of

common suffering in a civil war. Moreover, the actual creation of

a Continental Army tended to undercut sectional and local pro-
vincialisms and to replace it by a national feeling. The fighting,

too, exacerbated the bitterness toward Great Britain as the bru-
talities of war, and especially civil war, came home to the popu-
lation. Thus, such events as the British burning of Falmouth
(now Portland, Maine) in October, 1775, and of Norfolk in

January, 1776, and the hiring of German mercenaries for battle
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against the colonists, made the idea of separation appear agree-

able and necessary to increasing thousands.

Responding to, and feeding, the development of a desire for

independence was the appearance of a literature urging this step.

Historic in this regard was the publication, in January, 1776, of

Thomas Paine’s magnificent pamphlet. Common Sense. Its ap-

pearance was itself indicative of the shift in mass opinion towards

independence and its phenomenal sale is conclusive evidence of

that shift. Within three months, in a land of less than 3,000,000,

and with a high percentage of illiteracy (quite apart from the

600,000 slaves), over 120,000 copies of Common Sense were

sold. It is likely that by the spring of 1776 there was no American

white adult who had not read or heard read the stirring and

unequivocal words of Paine.

It will be remembered that the rebellious colonists had orig-

inally attacked Parliament’s right to lay internal taxes upon

them; they had then moved to attacking its right to tax them

at all and finally to questioning Parliament’s right to legislate

for the colonists in any particular. There was left only the tie

to the monarch and the still powerful idea of his divine right to

rule.

It is against the person and the symbol of the King, therefore,

that Paine turned his most bitter attack. See the founder of the

modern line of English kings, William the Conqueror, he wrote,

and what does one actually behold?

A French bastard landing with an armed banditti, and es-

tablishing himself King of England against the consent of the

natives, is, in plain terms, a very paltry, rascally original—it

certainly hath no divinity in it.

Paine then developed the advisability, practicality and neces-

sity of a clean break from Great Britain. He concluded by un-

folding the dream—so important to American history—of a new
country being founded in the new world, fresh, untouched by

the decadence and the miseries of Europe and opening up the

vista of a veritable Elysium on earth

:

O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose not only

tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth 1 Every spot of the old world
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is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round

the globe. Asia and Africa have long expelled her. Europe re-

gards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning

to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an

asylum for mankind.

The actual shift in the Second Continental Congress to inde-

pendence, made despite the fears of many of the wealthy that

with it would come anarchy, was the result of pressure brought

upon its delegates from the individual rebelling colonies. This

was done either by instructions coming from the colonial revo-

lutionary conventions or, in Pennsylvania and New Jersey, as

the result of overturning the local governments.

Typical of the former action was that taken by the Virginia

convention, on May 15, 1776, with the unanimous concurrence

of its 112 delegates. These delegates declared that

:

Forasmuch as all the endeavours of the united colonies by

the most decent representations and petitions to the King and

Parliament of Great Britain to restore peace and security to

America under the British government and a reunion with that

people upon just and liberal terms, instead of a redress of

grievances, have produced from an imperious and vindictive

administration increased insult, oppression, and a vigorous at-

tempt to effect our total destruction.

therefore it was unanimously resolved

:

That the delegates appointed to represent this colony in

general congress be instructed to propose to that respectable

body to declare the united colonies free and independent states

. . . and that they give the assent of this colony to such declarar

tion, and to whatever measures may be thought proper and

necessary by the Congress for forming foreign alliances, and a

confederation of the colonies, at such time, and in the manner,

as to them shall seem best.

In Pennsylvania and New Jersey the colonies declared for in-

dependence as part of the actual change in local government and

the coming into power of the Left. In New Jersey, in June, 1776,

the Assembly finally ousted the Royal Governor, William Frank-

lin (Benjamin’s son), and then sent a new delegation to the

Continental Congress with instructions to vote for independence.
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In Pennsylvania, the Left wing, as part of its long battle to
democratize the local government by granting the West adequate
representation and giving the suffrage to the artisans, mechanics
and unpropertied freemen of Philadelphia, succeeded early in
1776 in voiding the old Charter and establishing a more demo-
cratic governmental form. The result of this Left victory in
Pennsylvania was that its delegates in the Continental Congress,
who in November, 1775, had been specifically instructed to “dis-
sent from and utterly reject any propositions . . . that may cause
or lead to a separation” from England, were early in 1776 in-
structed to work for independence.

Ill

Reinforcing all the factors making for independence was the
significant question of foreign support. England, in a war ending
in 1763, had established its hegemony over Europe and had
emerged as the dominant colonial power. This result of more than
a century s warfare and maneuvering in the jungles of diplomacy
had produced, of course, many vengeful enemies of the British
state, among whom the foremost were France, Spain, and
Holland.

The rebellion of the thirteen colonies offered magnificent op-
portunities for England’s enemies; but these enemies—and espe-
cially France—would not be interested in helping rebels who
sought not to sever their British connections but only to improve
the imperial relationship. Hence, the position of the European
powers, while ideologically closest to the American Right, polit-
ically furthered the Left. Hence, too, the American Left had a
trump card in the fact that it was only their program—^inde-
pendence which carried with it the certainty of foreign assist-
ance, itself a pre-requisite to victory in the war with England.
On both sides there was great hesitation, some of the “demo-

cratical Republicans” wondering if they could accept help from
a Bourbon tyrant; the tyrant worried lest his assistance let loose
a force more deadly than British power. In each case, however,
the necessities and the logic of the time and the movement pushed
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for a Franco-American alliance, and these forces, in turn, sup-

ported the drive towards American independence.

Thus it came about that, on June 7, 1776, Richard Henry
Lee of Virginia offered a resolution in the Continental Congress

that the colonies ‘‘are, and of right ought to be, free and inde-

pendent States.” Four days later a committee of five (Thomas
Jefferson of Virginia, John Adams of Massachusetts, Benjamin
Franklin of Pennsylvania, Robert Livingston of New York, and
Roger Sherman of Connecticut) was appointed by the Con-
gress to draft a Declaration of Independence. On July 2, the

Congress voted for independence (12 for, none against. New
York abstaining).

On that same day, the drafting committee returned with its.

Declaration, largely the work of young Jefferson, and for twO’

days debated it. With some changes, each of which sorely troubled

the sensitive author, the Declaration was approved by the Con-
gress on July 4 (again New York abstained) and signed by Johni

Hancock, president, and Charles Thomson, secretary.

The Declaration was publicly proclaimed on July 8, endorsed

by the New York provincial congress the next day and engrossed

on parchment, for signing, on July 19. By early August most of

the 55 “signers” had affixed their names, though not all did so-

until November, 1776. The names of the signers, however, (with

the exception of Hancock and Thomson) were not made public

until January 18, 1777—-for it was no light thing the 55 did,

since the King of Great Britain ardently desired to make eachi

forfeit his hfe for his signature.^



Chapter VII

The Declaration of

Independence

TJLN JUNE 1776 a 33-year-old Virginian,
working in a room rented from a bricklayer, wrote—in the words
of Moses Coit Taylor—a ‘‘passionate chant of human freedom”
whose influence has been as momentous as that of any other
single human creation.

He made no claim to originality; on the contrary he strove to

present the “common sense of the matter”; to convey, as he said,

the American mind”; to put into a brief declaration the essen-
tial facts driving the colonists to separation, and the theory of
government which, to those colonists, was so universally held as
to appear “self-evident.”

The members of the Congress for whom it was drafted recog-
nized it as a masterly work; their changes were few and purely
verbal, with two exceptions. Jefferson’s original version contained
a long denunciation of the people of Great Britain because they
had not opposed their own government with sufficient vigor and
had not pressed forward their support of the colonists’ battle so
as to force an alteration in policy. This change would appear
to have been wise, for pro-American sympathy in Great Britain
had been and was to continue to be veiy widespread (the facts
will be brought forward in subsequent pages). As it is, the Decla-
ration does contain a rather bitter, and excessive, condemnation

100
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of “our British brethren” who, it incorrectly declares, “have been

deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity.”

The second major Congressional revision of Jefferson’s docu-

ment resulted in the excision of a long passage—more than 150

words—dealing with slavery and the slave trade. This passage

appeared as the final, climactic, item in the listing of abomina-

tions brought upon the colonies by George III, justifying resist-

ance to his forcible efforts to retain them. In this passage Jeffer-

son excoriated the King for vetoing repeated colonial efforts to

curtail or to ban the African slave trade and denounced not only

the trade but the system of production which it served. Due to

the heated objections of the delegates from slaveholding Georgia

and South Garolina and the somewhat less intense objections

from several delegates from Massachustts, Connecticut, and

Rhode Island, where slave-trading had been an important busi-

ness, this entire passage was excised. In the Declaration not a

word is found of the slave trade, and slavery appears obliquely

and very briefly in an attack on the King for having “excited

domestic insurrections amongst us.”
^

Most of the Declaration, as adopted, consists of an enumera-

tion of the “repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct

object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these

states,” the details of which have been presented in earlier pages.

Its philosophic, and immortal, pronouncements consist of less

than 300 words.

The Americans in their manifesto of revolution begin by de-

claring that “a decent respect to the opinion of mankind requires

that they should declare the causes which impel” them to their

momentous step. This itself is new and reflects the essence of

the Declaration’s political philosophy—the sovereignty of the

people. Believing in this sovereignty and staking their lives on an

attempt to establish it, they naturally are impelled to explain their

cause and their motivation to the peoples of the world. If the

people’s will is to be supreme, then their good will is omnipotent.

Then comes the enunciation of that cause. It consists of three

basic ideas: (1) human beings—essentially equal in attributes,

needs, obligations and desires—possess basic rights to life, liberty

and the pursuit of happiness; (2) to obtain these rights men
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create governments; (3) governments destructive of these rights

are tyrannical
;
such governments may be, and indeed, should be,

altered or abolished by the people who then have the right and

the duty to create the kind of government which “to them shall

seem most likely to effect their safety and Happiness.”

These ideas were of international origin. Directly, in terms of

the 18th century Americans who approved them, they were de-

rived from the humanist and libertarian arguments of ancient

Greece and Rome. They were derived from the whole magnificent

Age of Reason with its titans who struggled against dogma and

authoritarianism—Bacon, Grotius, Vesalius, Copernicus, Spinoza.

More immediately the sources were the writings of the Irish

revolutionist, Charles Lucas, the Italian economist, Beccaria, the

Swiss philosopher, Vattel, and his compatriot, Burlamaqui, the

German jurist, Pufendorf, from the Frenchmen, Montesquieu,

Voltaire, Diderot, from the Englishmen, Milton, Sidney, Har-

rington, Priestley, and Locke, particularly, and from the Ameri-

cans, Roger Williams, Jonathan Mayhew and John Wise.

All of these were products, as they were voices, of the central

fact in human history—the struggle against oppression, and the

dynamic, ever-advancing nature of that struggle. The interna-

tional sources of the Declaration in no way, of course, contradict

its national essence. It remains American, or better, therefore,

it is American.

I

The political theory of the Declaration is intensely democratic

and profoundly revolutionary. When Copernicus discarded the

medieval concept of the qualitative inferiority of the earth’s

movements as compared with those of heavenly bodies, he helped

revolutionize astronomy. So Jefferson’s pronouncement signalized

the revolutionizing of political science by discarding the medieval

concept of the qualitative inferiority of earthly life as compared
with heavenly bliss.

Life on earth, Jefferson held, was not supposed to be a vale of

tears and suffering. The meaning of life was not unending pain

to be endured meekly in order to get into heaven; and man’s
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travail was not his cross to be borne because of original sin

—

because man was naturally evil. Moreover, governments were

not the secular arm of the Lord, as priests were not his eccle-

siastical arm.

No; this entire elaborate machine for the justification and

perpetuation of the hierarchical, non-dynamic, burdensome

feudal order is denied. Men are good, not evil; men are capable

of governing themselves well; governments are man-made; the

purpose of life is its ennoblement here on earth. The “freedom

and happiness of man,” Jefferson wrote to Kosciusko in 1810,

must be the objects of political organization and, indeed, “the

end of all science, of all human endeavor.”

Hierarchy is, then, rejected and with it aristocracy and mon-

archy and the divine right of ruler or rulers. Equality of man
replaces it and therefore sovereignty lies with these equals, and

it is their will which is divine, if anything is; at any rate, it is

their will which must be decisive where government seeks their

welfare. And this is dynamic, not static. The (then new) idea

of progress permeates the whole argument, for with man good,

with government well provided, surely then, as Jefferson later

said, his “mind is perfectible to a degree of which we caimot

form any conception,” and they speak falsely who insist “that it

is not probable that anything better will be discovered than what

was known to our fathers.”

If to the above is added its logical corollary—that government

must rest on “the consent of the governed,” as the Declaration

says—then the right of revolution is indubitable. It is a right

not to be lightly exercised, as the Declaration also declares, but,

nevertheless, an inalienable right, which exists so long as govern-

ment exists. It was later asserted that the right of revolution

ceases where a democratic republic exists, for the people cannot

rebel against themselves. This misses the point: the people must

consent to being governed; if enough of them do not and if the

grievances are sufficiently serious, the right of revolution is theirs.

The Declaration of Independence admits of no exceptions to

the right of revolution; it only warns against hastiness and

adventurism.

Where governments oppress, where they stifle and are engines
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of exploitation, where they do not serve to further happiness

(and clearly the majority of the people living under such govern-

ments are the authority as to whether or not they so act), they

have then become tyrannical and acquiescence in tyranny is

treason to man.

Certain rights are fundamental, in the Declaration’s view.

These are the people’s “unalienable rights,” expressed in that

magnificent phrase, crashing through the corridors of history

—

“arousing men to burst the chains,” as Jefferson himself wrote in

his last letter
—

“Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.”

It is the idea of man’s right to the pursuit of happiness which

is the heart of the document’s revolutionary enunciation and

one which, by its magnificent, timeless generalization makes the

document meaningful and stirring for all time.

That Jefferson chose this expression rather than the more usual

Whig—Lockeian one of “life, liberty and property” was delib-

erate and reflects the advanced position of Jefferson personally

and of the revolutionary coalition which adopted it. True it is,

as Ralph Barton Perry stated in his Puritanism and Democracy

( 1944) that: “Property as an inalienable right is not to be iden-

tified with any particular institution of property, such as the

private ownership of capital, or the unlimited accumulation of

wealth, or the right of inheritance, or the law of contract.”

Also, in order not to exaggerate the significance of Jefferson’s

change of the Lockeian phrase, it is important to note that Locke

viewed property in a sense much broader than mere material

possession. Typically, in his Two Treatises on Government,

Locke wrote that “every man has a property in his own person” ^

and also referred to “that property which men have in their

persons as well as goods.” Howard Mumford Jones, in his study

of The Pursuit of Happiness (1953), aptly summarizes Locke’s

idea: “Property is what belongs to a man as a man, not merely

his physical possessions but also that extension of intangible

values—life, freedom, one’s stake in society.”

It is also to be noted that when Jefferson stated he had tried

to say nothing novel in the Declaration, but rather to offer in

summary fashion the generally accepted view of things to most

Americans, he did not mean to exclude the idea of the pursuit
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of happiness. Indeed this idea, expressed in identical language,

recurs in Locke himself and appears in the writings of such in-

fluential contemporaries of Jefferson as Oliver Goldsmith, Joseph
Priestley and Adam Smith.

Nevertheless, Jefferson’s choice of words to omit and words
to include is indicative of the intensely democratic content of the

American Revolution, especially at its high point. Jefferson did

conceive of liberty, as had the Levellers in the 17th century, in

the sense of freedom of speech and press and person, and of the

pursuit of happiness, as more elemental, more profound than
property rights.

Relevant, too, is it that Jefferson—while, of course, in no way
conceiving of, let alone favoring. Socialism, but, on the contrary,

assuming private ownership of means of production—was very

sensitive to the concentration of property-holding and felt it to be
the central threat to democratic rights. He saw “enormous in-

equality” of property ownership, especially in land, as the cause of

“so much misery to the bulk of mankind” that he insisted, in

1785, that “legislators cannot invent too many devices for sub-

dividing property.”

Basic to the Declaration also, of course, is its affirmation of a

nation’s right to self-determination. This clearly is the meaning of

the first sentence in the Declaration, affirming the right of “one
people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them
with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the

separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of

Nature’s God entitle them.” This right is also derived from popu-
lar sovereignty, but it is simultaneously expressive of another cen-

tral force in modem history—the sense of nationality.

The revolutionary content of the Declaration refutes Louis

Hartz’s insistence that in their Revolution, “the Americans re-

fused to join in the great Enlightenment enterprise of shatter-

ing the Christian concept of sin, replacing it with an unlimited

humanism, and then emerging with an earthly paradise as glitter-

ing as the heavenly one that had been destroyed.”

On the contrary, the Declaration of Independence is the great-

est political expression of “the great Enlightenment,” is expressive

of an “unlimited humanism,” and does reflect the idea of discard-
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ing pie in the sky for milk and honey here on earth. On the com-
mittee drafting it was Benjamin Franklin, personifying, with
Voltaire, the Enlightenment, and convinced that “It is impossible
to imagine the height to which may be carried, in a thousand
years, the power of man over matter.” Franklin was sure of prog-
ress, of man s developing mastery, not only over nature but over
himself and so expressed regrets that he had been “bom so soon.”

John Adams, also of the drafting committee, saw man’s capa-
bilities as unlimited, and especially in his younger years, was cer-
tain of his steady progress. Man, he wrote, “by the exercise of his
reason could and would accomplish “the most astonishing de-
signs.” He would make mountains of valleys and valleys of moun-
tains, he would “rend the rocks and level the proudest trees,” he
would solve the mysteries of the heavens and of the infinitely

small, so that even that which “escapes the observation of our
naked sight” would still be comprehended and mastered.

Jefferson himself, typical of the American revolutionary feeling,
saw that effort as the light and inspiration of all mankind. His
sense of a universal humanism and of the creation of a social
order throughout the world fully worthy of human beings mns
through his life and works, as it pervades the bold and confident
language of his Declaration. Characteristic is his letter to John
Dickinson, March 6, 1801:

A just and solid republican government maintained here will
be a standing monument and example for the aim and imitation
of the people of other countries; and I join with you in the hope
and belief that they will see from our example that a free
government is of all others the most energetic; that the enquiry
which has been excited among the mass of mankind by our
revolution and its consequences, will ameliorate the condition
of man oyer a great portion of the globe. What a satisfaction
have we in the contemplation of the benevolent effects of our
efforts, compared with those of the leaders of the other side,
who have discountenanced all advances m science as dangerous
innoyations, have endeavored to render philosophy and re-
publicanism terms of reproach, to persuade us that man can-
not be goyerned but by the rod &c. I shall have the happiness
of dying in the contrary hope.

It is necessary to notice, also, the widespread idea, as repeated
by Boorstin in his already cited Genius of American Politics, that
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the colonists “were fighting not so much to establish new rights

as to preserve old ones” and that actually it was “Parliament that
had been revolutionary, by exercising a power for which there

was no warrant in English constitutional precedent.”

But such an exercise of power can also be counter-revolution-

ary, rather than revolutionary. Which it is, depends upon who
exercises it and for what purposes. It is true that the colonists had
insisted that they were seeking “the rights of Englishmen,” but
insisting upon this in the face of rulers who declare that colonists

do not have such rights is revolutionary, though the rights them-
selves may not be new. Moreover, insisting upon the exercise of

old rights under new conditions may also be revolutionary. It is

exactly because the colonists discovered that under the new con-

ditions they would not be granted the rights of Englishmen—and
would be forbidden them by force and violence—that they came
to see that to have the rights of Englishmen they had to cease

being Englishmen. Contemporaries made this quite explicit. Thus,
as early as September 6, 1769, one finds this sentence in a leading

article in the Georgia Gazette: “If we are no longer to be allowed

the rights of Britons, we MUST be Americans.” They had to

become what in fact they were—^Americans; for this purpose they

adopted their Declaration of Independence, indeed a revolution-

ary act.

II

The limitations of the Declaration of Independence are the

limitations of the century and the class which produce it. The
Declaration presents the State in an idealist fashion; it sees man
in an abstract manner, not men and women in a class society,

with the state as a reflection and a bulwark of the dominant class.

The revolutionary bourgeoisie sees the state, which it is captur-

ing and remolding, as an object in itself, standing above classes,

or as some sort of an arbiter between conflicting classes within

society. While its insistence that men create the state for their

own purposes is a leap beyond the feudal concept, it is perhaps

an even greater distance short of the historical-materialist class

concept of the state.
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This supra-class view limits, too, the Declaration’s theory of

equality, for while that theory is revolutionary vis-d-vis feudal

hierarchical notions, it is largely illusory in terms of the material

base of bourgeois society, in terms of property and class relation-

ship, in terms of effective power—considerations of vital impor-
tance for a full understanding of equality.

The relationship between property ownership and inequality

was, of course, axiomatic to the Revolutionary Fathers. Said Alex-

ander Hamilton, for example (in the 79th number of The Fed-
eralist) : “In the general course of human .nature, a power over

a man^s subsistence amounts to a power over his will” (italics in

original ) . But they generally saw the State in abstracted political

terms and so expressed a theory of equality, which while of the

highest consequence in the whole democratic struggle of mankind,
was itself largely confined to the political and even there, in prac-

tice, was highly partial.

As a result, property limitations on the political power of adult

white males are not per se condemned in the Declaration and
existed in the rebellious colonies while their delegates signed the

document. Other limitations, cis religious tests for the enjoyment
of political power, were viewed by many as not incongruous or

inconsistent.

As the disabilities become even more complete, the incongruity

becomes less apparent to the Declaration’s signers. Thus, the full,

if temporary, disability of the several hundred thousand inden-
tured servants was quite compatible, to the signers, with the

Declaration.

Especially striking is the fact that while the Declaration spoke
of equality, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, 600,000 Ameri-
can slaves—slaves for life, who transmitted their status to all off-

spring, through the maternal line—were held to labor under the
lash. It is indeed one of the most painful and yet most revealing

facts in American history that the author of the Declaration of

Independence was himself a slave-owner.

This central failing of the Declaration, and of the American
Revolution, reflects the organic connection between the rise of

capitalism and the ideology and practice of racism, as elaborated
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in The Colonial Era. It is certainly racism which helps account

for the revolutionists going into battle with the slogan, “Liberty

or Death” on their banners, and over half a million slaves on their

fields.

That which Frederick Engels wrote, in Anti-Duehring, of the

American Constitution is pertinent also to the Declaration: “It is

significant of the specifically bourgeois character of these human
rights that the American Constitution, the first to recognize the

rights of man, in the same breath confirmed the slavery of the

colored races in America.”

Also reflective of the limitations of the Declaration is the fact

that when it said, “All men are created equal,” it did not mean
all men and women; had this been offered for ratification the

document would not have been signed. This limitation did not go

unremarked at the time, for both in England and in the colonies

there were rudimentary stirrings of what, in three generations,

was to become a major social movement.

Thus it is that John Adams’ wife, Abigail, wrote him: “I can-

not say that I think you are very generous to the ladies
;
for, whilst

you are proclaiming peace and good-will to men, emancipating

all nations, you insist upon retaining an absolute power over

wives.” Somewhat later, in 1778, this splendid woman declared:

“I regret the trifling, narrow, contracted education of the females

of my own country.” Rare were the men in America who agreed,

but there were some. Among others, James Wilson and William

White, both of Pennsylvania, criticized the subordination of wo-

men and denied their mental inferiority by 1768.

Women were frequently outstanding in suppK)rt of the Revolu-

tion and this, too, made more pointed Mrs. Adams’ comments.

Thus, in the colonies, Mercy Otis Warren—sister of James Otis

and wife of General James Warren, slain at Bunker Hill—began

publishing material in support of the American cause by 1773,

and consistently threw her support to the Left wing of the revolu-

tionary movement. In England, one of the staunchest supporters

of the Revolutionists—beginning in the 1760’s—was Catherine

Sawbridge Macaulay, author of an eight-volume History of Eng-

land. She wrote pamphlets and articles in defense of the Ameii-
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can struggle during the Revolution, too, and corresponded or
conferred with Benjamin Franklin, Ezra Stiles, George Washing-
ton, James Otis, Josiah Quincy and other leading rebels.

Even earlier, in fact, in the work of Mary Astell and Daniel
Defoe in England, there were protests against the social and politi-

cal subordination of women, and during the Revolution itself Yale
men were debating: “Whether Women ought to be admitted into
the Magistracy and Government of Empires and Republics.”

Thus, the ignoring of women in the Declaration, drawing com-
ment from Abigail Adams, must be pointed to as a limitation,
not only in the clear view of hindsight, but also in the view of
some of the more advanced contemporaries.

But, of course, it is not the limitations of the Declaration of
Independence which define its historic impact. Those limitations,
of time and place and class, are omissions; the actual words of
the document, having universality and humanity, remain fresh
and inspiring.

Elie Halevy aptly wrote that for the radicals of its day the
Declaration represented ^to a large extent the cause of the whole
of humanity”; “it seemed to foreshadow the fulfillment of the
Bibilical prophecies, the coming reign of reason and virtue in
which the Gospel of Peace should be better understood and
should be glorified.”

^

For generations, as Merle Curti has pointed out, the Declara-
tion was abhorred as seditious by the earth’s rulers; its distribu-
tion or possession in many places was a capital crime. Professors
in Italy, France, Denmark, Austria, and Prussia, well into the
19th century, were fired, and even imprisoned, for insisting on
teaching their students its challenging ideas.

Butt of cynics, yet scourge of tyrants, the birth certificate of the
American Republic stands today as Lincoln said in 1859—when
a slave-holding class jeered at it as pernicious and false

—
“a re-

buke and a stumbling block to the very harbingers of reappearing
tyranny and oppression.”



Chapter VIII

The Military Conduct

of the Revolution

With the war won and the fighting

at an end, Washington wrote to his extremely capable comrade-

in-arms, General Nathanael Greene:

If historiographers should be hardy enough to fill the pages

of history with the advantages that have been gained with un-

equal numbers, on the part of America, in the course of this

contest; and attempt to relate the distressing circumstances

under which they have been obtained, it is more than probable

that posterity will bestow on their labors the epithet and marks
of fiction; for it will not be believed, that such a force as Great

Britain has employed for eight years in this country could be
baffled in their plan of subjugating it, by numbers infinitely less,

composed of men oftentimes half starved, always in rags, with-

out pay, and experiencing every species of distress, which hu-

man nature is capable of undergoing.

Washington recurred to the same idea in his last orders to the

Revolutionary troops, issued November, 1783 : “The unparalleled

perseverance of the armies of the United States through almost

every possible suffering and discouragement for the space of eight

long years was little short of a standing miracle.”

These public and private references to nearly insuperable dif-

ficulties were not boasting—something quite foreign to Washing-

ton’s character—and were not the conventional Exaggerations of

a “veteran.”

Ill
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I

At first glance it appeared sheer madness for the thirteen

colonies to challenge Great Britain to a test of arms. In Great
Britain at that time lived nine million people; in the colonies less

than three millions, with 20 percent of that total made up of

slaves. Great Britain had the world’s greatest navy; the colonists

had none. Great Britain had a tried and tested and numerous
regular army; the colonies had ill-trained militiamen. Great
Britain was a mature, stable, well-knit goyernmental unit; the

colonies were thirteen hastily formed, separate, turmoil-filled

sovereignties. Great Britain was the center of the greatest empire
in the world, and colonies to the north and south of the rebels

—

Ganada, the Floridas, the West Indies—were loyal to the Grown
and could serve as bases for attack. Great Britain had a stable

currency and unlimited credit; the colonies had neither. Great
Britain had the greatest merchant fleet and the most powerful
industry in the world. British troops were universally held to be
invincible; their bayonet charges, irresistible. Great Britain had
never been beaten in war and had recently established her world-
wide hegemony by defeating Spain and Holland and France. She
was then at peace with all countries, so that, apparently, the
rebellious Americans would get her undivided attention.

These hard facts lay behind the confidence with which Eng-
land’s rulers undertook to suppress the rebels. When to them was
added the further fact that these rebels were rabble and colonial
rabble at that, and that, allegedly, they were but a minority of

the population, imperial confidence turned to arrogance—a dan-
gerous attitude to take into battle. Thus, the Earl of Sandwich,
perhaps the most corrupt First Lord of the Admiralty in the his-

tory of the British Navy, speaking in the House of Lords in
March, 1775 (before Lexington), for a policy of forcible repres-
sion, declared:

Suppose the colonies do abound in men, what does that
signify? They are raw, undisciplined, cowardly men. I wish in-
stead of forty or fifty thousand of these brave fellows, they
would produce in the field at least two hundred thousand; the
more the better; the easier would be the conquest. . . . Be-
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lieve mCj my Lords, the very sound of cannon would carry them
off ... as fast as their feet could carry them.

Colonel Rail, of the Hessians, felt it would be child’s play to

subdue the “country clowns”—one of whom killed him at the
Battle of Trenton. General Grant spoke with contempt of the
skulking peasants” who had dared offer resistance to His

Majesty. Major Pitcairn was sure that “if he drew his sword but
half out of the scabbard, the whole banditti of Massachusetts
Bay would flee before him”—a bandit, Peter Salem, a Negro,
put a bullet between his eyes at Bunker Hill. Lord Rawdon, in

1775, hoped “we shall soon have done with these scoundrels for

one only dirties one’s fingers by meddling with them.”
The contempt for the colonists had an almost racist ferocity;

some of its rationalization was akin to the widely-held European
view that the American environment produced stunted flora and
fauna. General James Wolfe, the British hero of the French and
Indian War, who died in 1759, expressed this opinion: “The
Americans are in general the dirtiest, the most contemptible,
cowardly dogs you can conceive. There is no depending on them
in action. They fall down dead in their own dirt and desert by
battalions, officers and all.” The idea of inferiority was institu-

tionalized in the military—a colonial colonel ranked with, but
was junior to, a British captain.

With each passing year of scoundrelly resistance, British rulers

assured everyone that next year was the year of victory. For all

the world like Chiang Kai-shek announcing the impending col-

lapse of the Communist “banditti” (just before taking off for

Taiwan), so Lord Germain, in 1781 (just before Cornwallis
surrendered at Yorktown), announced, “so vast is our superiority

everywhere, that no resistance on their part is to be apprehended,
that can materially obstruct the progress of the King’s Army in

the speedy suppression of the Rebellion.”

Noteworthy, too, was the fact that British officers, having read
or been told that the rebellion was the work of a mere handful of

mischievous fanatics, expected to find in the colonies widespread
support and assistance in suppressing the “disturbance.” In Eng-
land, itself, major campaigns were worked out in terms of such
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support, but efforts to implement them, in America, petered out

when the support was not forthcoming.

British officers, on the ground, however, if not later American
historians, acknowledged the near-universal hostility of the colo-

nial population as fatal to efforts at subjugation. General Gage
reported to Lord Dartmouth late in 1774 that “a ferment

throughout the continent united the whole in one common
cause.” General Burgoyne, in the midst of the 1777 New York
campaign that ended so disastrously for him, wrote Lord Ger-
main: “The great bulk of the country is undoubtedly with Con-
gress in principle and zeal”; another officer, in 1778, wrote:

“Every soul in the Jersies is a rebel.” Lord Cornwallis, in his

Carolina campaign of 1780, found that instead of expected rein-

forcements from the allegedly numerous Tories, as he conquered
areas he had to detach some of his own regular troops to hold
these down before advancing to new battles, and that, at times,

executions were necessary. But, said a British contemporary, “by
these measures he greatly inflamed the animosity of the provin-
cials.” Another officer, in Charleston after its capture in 1780,
observed that the men “being prisoners” maintained a sullen

silence, “but the women make full amends for their silence; they
amuse themselves by teaching their children the principals of

rebellion, and seem to take care that the rising generation should
be as troublesome as themselves.”

There are repeated notes of the use of terror by the British

forces, but this seems to have boomeranged, as it did in the Caro-
lina campaign of 1 7 80, by increasing colonial hostility. The burn-
ing of towns recurred, as of Charlestown and Bedford, Massa-
chusetts; Kingston, New York; Bristol, Rhode Island; George-
town, South Carolina; New London, Groton, Fairfield and
Norwalk, Connecticut; Springfield and Connecticut Farms in

New Jersey. There were also cases involving the slaughter of

men who had already surrendered, as by the Hessians in the
Battle of Long Island, and by British troops under the traitor,

Arnold, at Fort Grinnell. Occasionally, especially early in the
conflict when the British refused to concede (formally) a
prisoner-of-war status to captured Americans, some American
officers—as Captain Josiah Huddy and Colonel Isaac Haynes

—
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were hanged. Retaliation in kind by the Americans and their
threat to continue to extract an ‘‘eye for an eye” helped put a
halt to this ghastly business.

At first, the attitude of the Crown—once it was apparent that
Britain faced major resistance—was to wage a war of deliberate
cruelty in order to bring the rebels to their knees. In 1776, a
general officer expressed the policy this way: “I think we should
(whenever we get further into the country), give free liberty to
the soldiers to ravage it at will, that these infatuated wretches may
feel what a calamity war is.” The application of this policy that
year and early in 1777, especially in New Jersey, provoked a cry
of disgust from a Captain Ferguson of the British Army against
“the ravages everywhere wantonly committed, without regard to
sex or age, friend or traitor.” These, he went on, resulted not in
overawing the population, but rather in completing “the aliena-
tion of every thinking mind from the royal cause.”

Most horrible was the treatment of American prisoners of war.
Here the notorious corruption of 18th century British officialdom
combined with typical aristocratic contempt and hatred for re-

bellious provincials to produce an inferno for the victims. Char-
acteristic was the fact that the post of commissary of prisoners
was awarded by the British commander. Sir William Howe, to

Joshua Loring—husband of Howe’s mistress. (Incidentally, pay-
ing with one’s wife for special financial favors seems to have been
characteristic upper-class conduct—thus, Burgoyne’s mistress
while he was in America was the wife of one of his commissary
officers.) Hundreds of prisoners starved to death because of a
shortage of rations, the funds for which went into Loring’s
pockets. Conditions aboard the prison ships were especially awful,
comparable only to those aboard the slave-traders. Each morning
the first order given the ship-board inmates was: “Prisoners, turn
out your dead !”

About 1,200 Americans, including Ethan Allen, were held as

prisoners, for varying periods, in England. Conditions there were
bad, but not as thoroughly abominable as in America. Efforts
were made to persuade the prisoners held in England to take
loyalty oaths to the King, but not one did so.
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II

The general military nature of the war consisted of a British

effort at strangulation through blockade and the seizure of ports

plus conquest by dividing up the rebeldom, North and South

and East and West, and subduing it section by section. In grand

strategy there were two phases to the British effort; that in the

North in the first half of the war, and in the South in the second

half.

The basic nature of the American defense was to take ad-

vantage of terrain and distance and to try to force the British

to attack frontally, prepared and elevated positions. Further, the

Americans tried so to maneuver the fighting as to pull the British

as far as possible from the coast, since every mile the British

marched west brought them that much further away from their

only secure base of supply—^their fleet.

In the course of the war the British held, for varying periods,

every port of any consequence in the colonies—Boston, Newport,

New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Norfolk, Wilmington, Beau-

fort, Charleston, Savannah. Almost all of these were taken wdth

relative ease and with little resistance—a notable exception being

Charleston, whose fall in May, 1780 was accompanied by the

surrender of about 5,500 American troops. In nearly every major

campaign^ the British would attempt, with main ports in their

rear, to engage significant bodies of American troops in classical,

European-like, definitive struggles, so that the campaign might

be climaxed by a decisive battle and the conflict terminated. But

the Americans, especially when personally led by Generals Wash-

ington or Greene, maintained an open, fluid, almost frontier-like,

tactic. They sought surprise and ambush; they disengaged

quickly; they marched rapidly; they violated 18th century rules

by fighting at night and attacking despite rain or fog or snow.

They depended heavily, too, on marksmanship, at a time when,

in Europe, armies pointed their guns in the general direction of

the foe, fired, and then charged, doing greatest damage with

bayonet and butt, not with bullet.

The American command appreciated that the revolutionary

army was something new—a citizens’ army, which in a genera-
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tion in France was to conquer nearly all Europe. This had dis-

advantages in terms of discipline, but the disadvantages were

more than overcome by the advantages. Chief among the latter

was morale—most of the men for most of the time were fighting

because they wanted to fight
;
they were fighting at home for their

homes; they were fighting against alien enemies, from England
and Germany, who sought to enslave them.

There was not the disregard of leadership in the American
forces that some of the more extreme or untutored equalitarians

at first desired; but neither was there the rigid, unquestioning,

brutal and dehumanizing discipline of the European armies of

that day which some of the officers at first favored. The soldier

in the American revolutionary regiments was not the same kind

of soldier as those filling the ranks of the Georges and Fredericks

of Europe. Hence they needed their own manual of arms and
drill, their own military law ( with punishments notably less severe

than in the British army)
;
hence, these American troops would

bear more, fight harder, march further, and show more indi-

vidual initiative than their opponents.

“No European army would suffer the tenth part of what the

Americans suffer,” said Lafayette. “It takes citizens to support

hunger, nakedness, toil and the total want of pay, which consti-

tutes the condition of our soldiers, the hardiest and most patient

that are to be found in the world.”

George Bancroft, the historian, wrote that when Washington

reached the rebel troops before Boston, in 1775, to assume his

command, “the camp contained a people in arms, rather than

an army.” Israel Putnam, the fifth ranking General in the Con-
tinental Army, rode at the head of his Massachusetts men in

shirt sleeves, a tattered civilian hat on his head. So varied were

the clothes of his troops, that Washington urged all to adopt the

hunting shirt, so that there would be some appearance of

uniformity.

As the war progressed, the discipline and maturity and uni-

formity of veterans appeared, but up to the end the American
Army was really “a people in arms.”

This army that was a people and not an army never knew
when it was beaten. It defied all the rules and would suddenly
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spring back with a stunning victory, when, by the book, it should

have given up. Thus, in the winter campaign of 1776, the Ameri-

cans had lost five battles in twelve weeks, suffered 5,000 casual-

ties and had seen their second-ranking officer. General Charles

Lee, captured by the British. This was followed by the Trenton

victory.

Thus, in 1780-81, the Americans had lost the main cities of

the South, an army of near 6,000 had surrendered to the British,

Arnold had betrayed the cause, mutinies rocked the lines of Con-

necticut, Pennsylvania and New Jersey troops. In April, 1781,

George Washington was writing in strictest confidence to Henry
Laurens, “we are at the end of our tether,” while on May 1,

1781, he confided to his military journal:

Instead of magazines filled with provisions, we have a scanty

pittance . . . instead of having our arsenals filled with military

stores, they are poorly provided . . . instead of having a regu-

lar system of transportation upon credit, or funds in the quarter-

master’s hands to pay the contingent expenses of it, we have
neither . . . instead of having the regiments completed to the

new establishment scarce any state in the Union has, at this

hour, an eighth part of its quota . . . instead of having every-

thing in readiness to take the field, we have nothing, instead of

having the prospect of a glorious offensive before us, we have
a bewildered and gloomy defensive one.

At tether’s end in the spring; Yorktown in the fall.

Part of Washington’s greatness lay in the fact that, command-
ing this new kind of army, he appreciated its qualities and real-

ized its necessities. He insisted that it was necessary, as he wrote,

November 10, 1775, “to impress upon the mind of every man,
from the first to the lowest, the importance of the cause, and

what it is they are contending for.” British officers spoke of the

Americans’ “implacable ardor and revenge, which happily are

a good deal unknown in the prosecution of war in general.”

The guerrilla-like conduct of the war showed itself in the first

place in the decisively significant contributions of such out-and-

out guerrilla fighters as Andrew Pickens, Thomas Sumter, Francis

Marion, James Williams, William Davies, and Elijah Clarke.

These men had been Indian fighters and they applied the tactics
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thus learned to the anti-British effort. They led small groups

—

Marion’s force never exceeded 100—of extremely hardy men
(Negro and white) in brief but damaging assaults on the British.

Blacksmiths equipped them, farmers fed them. Their victories

ranged from defeating a dragoon company to annihilating an
entire British regiment, as Sumter did (with an orphan boy of 13
named Andrew Jackson in his band) at the battle of Hanging
Rock in South Carolina, August, 1780.

By the summer of 1780, the British had “conquered” Georgia
and South Carolina. What fighting continued was of the strictly

guerrilla-kind, i.e., conducted by armed civilians who fed them-
selves and were not paid. From July 12 to August 27, 1780,
guerrillas in these areas conducted 15 major attacks on British

forces, inflicting over 1,100 casualties and themselves losing, in
killed and wounded, nearly 650 men.^

In addition, any major British campaign saw the appearance
of militia units, out of the surrounding countryside, for the pur-
pose of defeating that particular campaign; that done, the militia-

men would return to their civilian tasks. This was true, for
example, in the Burgoyne campaign. As Burgoyne moved into
New York State and as his covering wings probed from Lake
Erie to the Hudson and from the Hudson into New England, his

main body and especially his covering forces were subjected to
continual harrassment, not only by the regular troops under
Gates, but by highly irregular bodies of men, fighting under Stark
and Herkimer, and other local leaders. Burgoyne, himself, wrote
to Lord Germain, August 20, 1777

:

The great bulk of the county is undoubtedly with Congress
in principle and zeal; and their measures are executed with a
secrecy and dispatch that are not to be equalled. Wherever the
king’s forces point, militia to the amount of 3 or 4 thousand
assemble in 24 hours; they bring with them their subsistence,
etc., and the alarm over, they return to their farms.

Lord Germain, explaining early British failures, noted that “the
manner of opposing an enemy that avoids facing you in the open
field is totally different from what young officers learn from the
common discipline of the army.” The “chief qualification” of

the rebels, said a British officer in 1778, “is agility in running
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from fence to fence and thence keeping up an irregular, but

galling fire on troops who advance with the same pace as at their

exercises.”

“American” became synonymous with “sneak” to many of the

British rulers. All (including women) could handle firearms, and

in every American home there was a gun. Thus, universally

armed, and ardent in their cause, “never,” said an English officer

had the British army so ungenerous an enemy to oppose; they

send their riflemen five or six at a time who conceal themselves

behind trees, etc., till an opportunity presents itself of taking

a shot at our advance sentries, which done they immediately

retreat. What an unfair method of carrying on a war!

Ill

The conduct of naval warfare by the Americans was also

guerrilla-like. Though, in 1775, Congress provided for something

approximating a Navy, under the command of Esek Hopkins, it

never really functioned in coordinated, squadron fashion. Any

idea of challenging British naval supremacy as such was, of

course, absurd.

Rather, the naval vessels took part in surprise, hit-and-run

raids for supplies, as upon Prince Edward Island, and Nassau in

the Bahamas, and, individually, tried to damage the merchant

marine of England. Naval vessels commissioned by the Conti-

nental Congress and by the individual states, and American

privateers-men, served the Revolutionary effort in two ways: (a)

they did bring in important quantities of supplies, especially by

trading with the West Indies and running the British blockade;

and, (b) they did succeed in destroying thousands of tons of

British shipping; privateers accounted for 753 English merchant

ships in the first 20 months of fighting.

There were some strictly naval engagements and in them the

fledgling American force did well. This was especially true of the

remarkable seamanship of John Paul Jones, with his spectacular

raids upon the coast of Ireland and even several points in

England itself.

The organization, industry, training and skill necessary to an
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effective naval force require not only great resources, which the

Revolutionary country had, but also maturity, which it lacked.

At the same time, so long as British naval domination was com-

plete and hardly challenged, so long could Britain dominate the

(then) major American cities and so make success in the rebellion

impossible. This could terminate either through war-weariness on

the part of Britain or through some challenge to her naval

supremacy. A combination of the two—plus continued and effec-

tive American resistance on land—produced Yorktown and

British acknowledgment of defeat.

It was the supreme consequence of naval power to the war

which made the French contribution so decisive. In subsequent

pages we shall examine briefly the diplomatic history of the

Revolution. But here, in considering its purely military features,

it is necessary to note the French role. France’s efforts were con-

sequential in embarrassing England in terms of the European

balance of power. They were important in providing money,

credit and supplies to the rebels; in encouraging the enlistment

of trained officers (many of whom were not of French nation-

ality) in the Continental Army; and in sending troops to fight

on American soil (at Yorktown, there were 7,800 French and

8,845 American troops—French casualties were more than twice

the American )

.

But it was the 36 ships of the line under Admiral DeGrasse

that made Cornwallis surrender. These ships had beaten off a

delaying action by Admiral Graves, off Chesapeake Bay, early

in September, and then ferried American and French troops into

position below and above Cornwallis, saving the infantry many
a weary mile. Having done that, DeGrasse’s vessels took up siege

positions before Yorktown, completely blocking the sea entrance

between Cape Charles on the north and Cape Henry on the

south.

Virginia militia and French marines surrounded the British

forces under Tarleton just north of Gloucester point, and across

the York River, at Yorktown itself, Gornwallis was locked in

by the French fleet to his north and east and by American and

French troops to his south and west, with Washington, himself,

in supreme command.



122 The American Revolution

Cornwallis, outnumbered two-to-one on land, hemmed in by

36 French ships, (General Clinton in New York had no more
than 27 vessels) and subjected to continual infantry assaults and
artillery barrages—the British suffered 482 casualties—decided

to surrender his full force of 8,000. The surrender occurred on
October 19, 1781.

Lord Cornwallis, pleading illness, had a subordinate deliver

his sword. When the latter handed the Earl’s sword to the rebel

commander, Washington refused it and directed that it be given

to his subordinate, the New Englander, General Lincoln, who a

year before had surrendered Charleston to the British. The
British troops, arrayed in fresh, sparkling scarlet uniforms,

marched out, to stack their arms, between rows of nattily-attired,

blue-uniformed French soldiers, and still unkempt, shabbily-

dressed, variously uniformed American Continental and militia

troops. The British ostentatiously avoided the faces of the rebels,

looking only upon the French, to whom—as to one legal and
regal power to another—surrender, while terribly painful was,

at any rate, thinkable. Yet the music from the British band hinted

that this surrender was something new, was not the time-honored

ceremony of one monarch’s hirelings having bested another, but

was rather the triumph of revolutionary republicans. The band
was playing “The World Turned Upside Down.”



Chapter IX

Tories and Traitors

R- 1 CHARD C. HASKETT, in an
illuminating essay on Prosecuting the Revolution,” {American
Historical Review

,

April, 1954), pointed out that the suppression
of its internal foes was a prerequisite to the Revolution’s accom-
plishment. Hence,

the success of the Revolution was impossible without a revolu-
tionary government which could enforce its will. The fight of
patriot against loyalist was a struggle for survival: Washington’s
army might maintain a precarious existence in the face of
British troops, but if the civilian government crumbled away
behind it, there would be nothing left.

How significant was the internal counter-revolutionary threat,
and how was it dealt with?

First, of course, there very definitely was a civil war aspect
to the Revolution. The split in family relations most dramatically
illustrates this phase. Thus, Benjamin Franklin’s son, William,
was the Royal Governor of New Jersey; John Hancock’s
brother-in-law was Judge Jonathan Sewell, a Tory refugee; Gen-
eral Henry Knox’s son-in-law was Thomas Flucker, a banished
Tory whose estate was confiscated; General John Stark’s brother
was a British colonel; Gouverneur Morris’ brother was an Enghsh
army officer, and his brother-in-law was a Tory refugee.

This civil-war aspect of the Revolution, though not so conse-
quential in this instance as in some other revolutions—in part
because the Tories were, relatively, so few—nevertheless was
marked by extreme bitterness. Typical was the wish of one

123
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Connecticut Tory to 'Till more damned rebels than the best

Britain.” The patriots were normally referred to by the Tories

as “Beasts of the People,” “Sons of Darkness,” “The Vulgars,’’

as “ungovernable, riotous, high-handed bandits and murderers

and other choice epithets of upper-class temper. On the other

hand, rebels were not exactly restrained in expressing their

opinions of the Tories. John Adams, not the most explosive of

the patriots, thought, in 1774: “A Tory here is the most despic-

able animal in the creation: Spiders, toads, snakes are their only

proper emblem.”

Basically, the Tories were made up of the wealthier elements

in colonial society. This does not mean that none amongst the

poor persisted in a more or less ardent loyalty to the Crown; a

minute percentage did. It does not mean that all of the wealthier

components in colonial society were Loyalists—a majority of

them were not. But it does mean that most of those who were

Tories were well-to-do, or the direct servants of the well-to-do.

This included most of the British mercantile factors, especially

in Virginia and North Carolina; it included most of the Anglican

clergy and most of the Crown officialdom in the colonies. A
number of the wealthiest slave-owning planters of the eastern

seaboard, especially in South Carolina and Georgia, and a

number of the richest merchants, especially in New York and

Philadelphia, preferred, often with great vacillation, to remain

loyal to the established Crown rather than to offer fealty to a

new-fangled Congress. Certain among the most considerable land-

owners, especially in Maryland and up-State New York where

feudalistic forms were most pronounced, also chose the Crown.

In no State were the Loyalists a majority, but in Delaware,

Maryland, Georgia and North Carolina they were sufficiently

important to present a serious problem; in certain localities, as

Philadelphia, they were numerous. Contemporary figures, of any

precision, are quite few. There are some: A British Army return

at the end of 1778 stated there were not quite 7,500 Loyalists

enrolled therein; in 1781 the Army rolls listed less than 5,500

Loyalists; at the close of hostilities, when the British withdrew

in 1783, a total of about 7,000 Loyalists left with them. A
British government commission to hear claims for compensation
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from Loyalists, terminated its services in 1790 having authorized

the payment of almost three and a half million pounds to 4,118
individual applicants. Ezra Stiles, the President of Yale from
1778 to 1795, stated in his diary, in 1783, that the number of

Tories “in all the States during the whole eight years of war” did

not exceed “fifteen or twenty thousand souls.”

Other general figures are quite frankly guesses. The most fre-

quent one holds that from 1775 through 1783 a total of about

100,000 Tories—men, women, and children—left the rebellious

colonies for either Canada or Great Britain; that is to say, about

4% of the white population. Of course, additional Loyalists did

not flee the country, but how many they were is not known.
The two areas with the heaviest concentration of population

during this period—New England and Virginia^—were those

least troubled by Toryism. A careful student of revolutionary

Connecticut, Oscar Zeichner, concluded that not more than

six per cent of that State’s population was Tory. Isaac S. Harrell,

in Loyalism in Virginia (1926), stated that Toryism there was
never widespread, its adherents “at no time exceeding a few
thousand,” and Jefferson, in his contemporaneous Notes on Vir-

ginia, referred to “the unanimity of its inhabitants” in favor of

the Revolution.

I

How was the question of Toryism dealt with by the Revolution-

ary fathers? Up to Lexington, the main resort of the patriots was
persuasion and exhortation, liberally spiced with extra-legal pres-

sures ranging from boycott to physical assault. After Lexington,

persuasion gave way to compulsion, which took five main forms.

These were
: ( 1 )

deprivation of all civil and some social rights

;

(2) confiscation of property; (3) exile; (4) confinement; (5)

execution.

In all the States, Tories were expelled from whatever public

offices they may have been holding, and were barred from being

elected to any. They generally were forbidden to serve as min-

isters, teachers, lawyers, and doctors, either by law or by social

practice. They were disfranchised, by law, in five States, and by
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practice throughout the Revolutionary area. Richard P. Mc-

Cormick, in an excellent study of New Jersey, stated the attitude

on this question that prevailed throughout the thirteen States:

“only those who were willing to support the Revolutionary cause

should be permitted to enjoy full political freedom.” Certain of

the disabilities continued in several of the States, for some years

after the peace treaty of 1783.

Prominent or notorious Tories were banished, by law, from

the territory of nine States; in fact, unless the Tory was very

discreet or located in some area held by the British, exile was his

most common lot. Confiscation of Tory property was done in the

beginning by tax laws doubling or trebling their assessments.

Later, confiscation was accomplished directly; courts or attorneys

general, acting with statutory sanction enacted in all the States,

simply appropriated Tory property. Property so confiscated was

subject to sale for the benefit of the Revolutionary^ governments

—an important source of revenue. For example. New York ob-

tained nearly four million dollars and Maryland over two million

dollars in this way. It was also, of course, an important source of

graft and, needless to say, the bourgeoisie missed no opportuni-

ties to enrich themselves in the midst of this war, as in any war.

Thus, William Paterson, the Attorney General of New Jersey,

and his friend, Frederick Frelinghuysen, profited handsomely

through this process.

During the course of the Revolution several thousand Tories,

including clergymen, were subjected to house arrest [i.e., con-

fined to a severely restricted local area), or imprisoned. Those

jailed were denied trial by jury, or bail, or habeas corpus, or the

right of appeal. Usually incarceration was to last for the dura-

tion of the conflict. Sometimes the imprisonment carried with it

forced labor for the benefit of the Revolution, as the use of Tory

prisoners in the Simsbury mines in Connecticut. There were

several cases of banishment en masse; not uncommon was the

jailing of the relatives of Tories otherwise beyond the reach of

the patriots, with the jailed ones being held as hostages for the

neutral behavior of their absent relatives.

The execution of civihan Tories, as Tories, was rare, but it

did occur. Thus, two were hanged in Philadelphia in 1778 and
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several were executed in North Carolina, some even after the
Treaty of 1783 had been signed. Irregular, terroristic executions
of particularly active Tories, especially by State militia and
guerrilla units, were more common. So were executions of armed
Tories, especially in reprisal for the hangings of patriots.

How numerous were the injustices and crimes committed in
the name of and during the prosecution of the Revolution, it is

impossible to say. It is a singular fact that the whole question of
the civil rights of the Tories seems to be missing from the writings
of the Revolutionary Fathers. One letter, and only one, so far
as this writer knows, is a partial exception. In June, 1780, Penn-
sylvania vested in its President {i.e., Governor) very great
powers. Madison, then in Congress, wrote to Jefferson: “I under-
stand they have invested the Executive with a dictatorial author-
ity from which nothing but the lives of their citizens are exempted.
I hope the good resulting from it will be such as to compensate
for the risk of the precedent.”

The original basis for the anti-Tory campaign came from the
revolutionary seizure of power by local and province-wide con-
ventions and committees. The first nation-wide provision on this

question is contained in a recommendation issued by the Con-
tinental Congress, in October, 1775, that provincial Committees
of Safety “take into custody every person who, going at large,

might in their opinion endanger the safety of the colony or the
liberties of America.” In November, 1777, Congress recom-
mended to the States that they confiscate the property of all

Tories of those who, in its words, had forfeited “the right of
protection.”

Typical of the revolutionary instrumentalities was New Jersey’s
Council of Safety. This appeared in March, 1777, consisted of
twelve men (including the Attorney General), chosen by the
legislature, and was empowered to jail anybody suspected of
opposing the Revolution. Professor Haskett has described the
functioning of this Council, which, under a similar or identical

name, operated in more or less the same manner in every State:

the patriots of the council traveled over the state encouraging
local officials and taking the administration of the law into their
own hands whenever necessary. The attorney general and his
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council colleagues would descend upon a county, hear a proces-

sion of witnesses, order the sheriff or even the militia to seize

suspected Tories, and send them off to jail in whatever part of

the state seemed safest. Then the council would move on to

another county and repeat the process. The work was hasty but

comprehensive; at Morristown in July of 1777 council members
ordered the arrest of 48 people in the course of one day’s work.

Normal judicial safeguards were ignored in the emergency of

the moment.

One does not have, then, in the American Revolution that

absence of “fury and madness” that Louis Hartz reports in The

Liberal Tradition in America (1955). There was ruthlessness in

the American Revolution, but happily, this feature was some-

what muted. The limited nature of the revolutionary program,

in terms of the home population and its economy, and the over-

whelming support given the Revolution, served to allay the civil

war aspects of the struggle. Yet, for its time and place, these

aspects were notable enough, and to the thousands who felt its

force, very real.

II

Traitors, as well as Tories, sought to defeat the Revolution. Here

we refer only to those who, while apparently adherents of the

Revolutionary cause, in fact actively assisted the British; we do

not have in mind those who, with changes in the fortunes of war,

altered their allegiance under duress or as matters of more or

less convenience.

The facts show that treason was never a really serious danger

to the Revolution—not even in the case of Benedict Arnold. Just

after Arnold’s treason became known to Washington, he wrote to

the French General Rochambeau: “Traitors are the growth of

every country, and in a revolution of the present nature it is more

to be wondered at that the catalogue is so small than that there

have been found a few.”

This, however, is not because the British did not try to terrify

or buy many into betrayal. While holding Ethan Allen prisoner,

they offered him a colonelcy in the army and a large grant of

land after the rebellion’s defeat; later, commissioners sent from
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London came prepared to pay George Washington, Henry
Laurens, president of the Continental Congress, and Joseph Reed,

x\djutant General of the Army, anything they might demand in

money and titles if they would return their allegiance to George

III.

These efforts failed and the overwhelming majority of the

Revolutionary leadership and rank and file remained true, despite

grave set-backs, because their movement held the devotion of the

American people as a whole. The movement was bulwarked by

measures of security and by the repression of the Tories; but the

Revolution was accomplished because of that mass devotion and
support.

The main features of what treason there was may be briefly

described.

The first engagement of the Revolution was the result of a

traitor’s work. Gage, in sending troops to Concord and Lexing-

ton, did so in order to confiscate hidden powder and ammuni-
tion and to capture two anxiously sought political refugees,

Samuel Adams and John Hancock. The locations of the military

stores and of the revolutionary leaders were sent to the British

by Dr. Benjamin Church. This informer was on the payroll of

the British; his tip to General Gage was by way of earning his

silver.

In the Revolutionary movement of Massachusetts, Church
stood below only the Adamses and Hancock, with whom he was
a warm friend. He was a member of the Provincial Congress and

the Committee of Safety; with the outbreak of fighting he became
the Army’s first Surgeon General. All the while, he was the hired

agent of the British.

When the evidence of his treason became known, late in 1775,

one of the revolutionary leaders, Samuel Ward, expressed the

normal incredulity of all faced—before and since—with a similar

phenomenon

:

Dr. Church, who could have thought or even suspected it, a
man who seemed to be all animation in the cause of his coun-
try, highly caressed, employed in several very honorable and
lucrative departments, and in full possession of the confidence

of his country, what a complication of madness and wickedness
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must a soul be filled with to be capable of such perfidy! What
punishment can equal such horrid crimes?

Church, caught in Connecticut, was jailed for a brief period,

then returned to Massachusetts and paroled on his promise not

to leave that state. He kept his pledge, in inimitable fashion, by

sailing for the West Indies, but the ship was lost and with it went

Church.

Another informer for General Gage early in the war was Ben-

jamin Thompson, later Count Rumford, the celebrated scientist.

Suspected by his New Hampshire neighbors, he was arrested,

tried and acquitted, but he was guilty and had been supplying

military information to the British. Nevertheless, he wrote his

father-in-law: “I never did nor (let my treatment be what it

wiU) ever will do any action that may have the most distant

tendency to injure the true interests of this my native land.”

Later, he went over to the British openly, and before the war’s

end was secretary to Lord George Germain.

In the Spring of 1776 a plot to assassinate General Washing-

ton was uncovered. The Royal Governor, Tryon, had supplied

a large sum of money to David Mathews, Mayor of New York

City. With this money the services of perhaps a dozen traitors

were procured, including that of Thomas Hickey, a member of

Washington’s personal guard. Several of those involved being

civilians, and the plot being exposed prior to the Declaration of

Independence, there was some doubt on the part of both Congress

and Washington as to how to proceed in terms of punishment.

In the end, several were jailed and Thomas Hickey was hanged

on June 28, 1776.

Late in 1776 the adjutant of the 5th Pennsylvania Regiment,

William Demont, betrayed his position and deserted to the

British. He brought with him detailed plans of Fort Washington,

held by his regiment. This helped the British in their successful

attack upon the Fort. It fell November 6, 1776, one of the

greatest blows of the entire war—American casualties and

prisoner-loss totalled 3,000, and the material loss, particularly

of artillery, was also heavy. The disaster set off Washington’s

retreat through New Jersey and—as Paine wrote, in the middle

of December, in The Crisis—“the times that try men’s souls.”
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Other prominent individuals became traitors; in some cases
their treason remained unknown throughout their lives. Among
others were Metcalf Bowler, Rhode Island Chief Justice and
simultaneously an informer for Sir Henry Clinton; Captain
Joseph Hynson, a Maryland shipmaster, diligent in carrying
secret diplomatic messages back and forth from Europe to Amer-
ica and careful to sell exact copies to the British. Col. William
Rankin of the Pennsylvania militia was a traitor; so was Lt. Col.
Herman Zedwitz of the First New York Regiment—he, however,
was caught and imprisoned. The British had their agents in state

legislatures, as William Heron of Connecticut, and in important
Continental offices, as Edward Fox of Maryland, employed in
the treasury service.

The British were especially anxious to keep informed of Amer-
ican diplomatic efforts. At their service was not only the favored
courier of Benjamin Franklin (the aforementioned Captain
Hynson) but they also succeeded in having traitors serve as con-
fidential secretaries of two of the three American commissioners
in France Edward Bancroft for Franklin and William Thornton
for Arthur Lee. They also succeeded in driving the third com-
missioner, Silas Deane, away from the Revolutionary cause and,
in the 1 7 80’s, on to the King’s payroll.

Of these character the most interesting was Edward Ban-
croft. A native of Massachusetts, long resident in England, close

friend of Franklin’s in Pans, and his confidential secretary, he
was in the employ of Great Britain for years. Arousing the suspi-
cion of Arthur Lee, he arranged to be arrested by the British

and then talked his way out” to confirm his ardor for the Revo-
lution. The fact is that his treason was not made known until

documents proving it were published, in 1891, by the American
scholar, Paul Leicester Ford.

There is something less than certainty, to this day, as to the
degree of duplicity shown by Silas Deane and Congress in 1842
decided that the charges against him were false. These charges,
preferred by Arthur Lee, dealt with financial peculation and at
the time were enough to result in his removal from his diplomatic
post. Thereafter, he lived in England, in Royal employ, until his

death in 1789.
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It is of some interest that Deane and Arnold were close friends,

prior to their active treason, and that both were important lead-

ers of a generally conservative wing of the Revolutionary coalition.

The treason of Benedict Arnold has made of his name an

epithet. He bore the name of his great-grandfather who, in the

17th century, had thrice been Governor of Rhode Island. Him-

self a New Haven merchant, he was active in the early Revolu-

tionary movement and, showing a combination of great physical

courage with tactical imagination, advanced rapidly.

Yet, from the beginning, his military career was marked by

repeated charges of dishonesty and irregularity and even doubts

as to his patriotism. Arnold’s correspondence is filled with assur-

ances that, to cite a typical example, dated March 11, 1776,

“though I sensibly feel the ingratitude of my countrymen, every

personal injury shall be buried in my zeal for the safety and

happiness of my country, in whose cause I have repeatedly fought

and bled and am ready at all times to resign my life.”

Having been twice wounded, Arnold, in 1778, was assigned

to the non-combatant post of commandant of Philadelphia. Here

he entertained very lavishly, married the daughter of a rich

Loyalist, and fell under the suspicion—again for financial irreg-

ularity—of the civil government. Charges having been brought

against him, he was court-martialed in June, 1779, the trial

dragging on for months.

Though in the trial Arnold passionately defended his honesty

and devotion to the cause—and got off with a light reprimand

he had, already in May, 1779, entered into treasonable negotia-

tions with Clinton.

Eager to receive a military command whose betrayal would

be attractive to the British, and the price for which could also

be attractive, Arnold, through the active (and innocent) inter-

cession of General Philip Schuyler, received from Washington

command of the key to the Hudson, West Point. He offered it

to the British for £10,000.

The accidental exposure of the whole plot, through the arrest

of the British courier. Major Andre, led to Arnold’s flight, in

September, 1780, to Clinton. Despite Clinton’s personal appeals,

Washington had Andre hanged, but he never could get his hands
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on Arnold. That gentleman was appointed a Brigadier-General

in the British Army, given £6,315, plus yearly pensions of £500
for his wife, £ 1 00 for each of his children and, some years later,

over 13,000 acres of land in Canada.

After informing on several American agents in British-held

New York City, Arnold conducted two particularly vicious raids

in Virginia and in Connecticut, went to England in December,

1781, and was scorned by all but the King. He never again re-

ceived a command of British troops, lived in Canada for some
years as a merchant, returned to London and died, bankrupt and
despised, in 1801.

Ill

The most serious internal military threat that Washington faced

came from mutiny, rather than treason. In a sense, of course,

mutiny may be considered as a kind of mass treason, but the fact

is that the mutinies which three or four times afflicted units

within the Revolutionary army were in no sense pro-British in

sentiment. Rather, they were outbreaks by devoted Americans

made desperate by inadequate food and clothing and certain

bureaucratic injustices, particularly revolving around the dura-

tion of enlistments.

The most serious of the mutinies was that involving some
1,300 men in the veteran and excellent Pennsylvania Line.

Under command of their sergeants, the men demanded their

pay (months in arrears), better food and clothing and release,

if their papers showed that they had served their time. One
officer, attempting to break up the outbreak, was killed. Even
General Wayne, respected by his men, could not control them
and they set off from Morristown to Trenton, where Congress

was then sitting.

Clinton, misreading the affair, sent two agents to the mutineers

offering them full back pay if they swore allegiance to the King,

and the right to fight or not as they wished. But the men did not

wish to give up the Revolutionary effort; they were seeking

justice the better to conduct it. Hence, both agents were turned

over to Wayne, who promptly had them executed. When the
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General offered to reward the sergeants who turned them in, they

rejected it.

After a week’s parley with Congressional leaders and the grant-

ing of most of their demands, the mutiny ended. Encouraged by

this success, the less numerous Jersey line mutinied on January 2.

Washington now responded with vigor, sending a large body of

New England troops to stamp out this uprising. The mutineers

were forced to surrender, without fighting, and a leader of each

of three regiments was ordered shot, and to be shot by twelve

other leaders. One of the three was spared, but the other two

were summarily executed without trial, and the mutiny ended.

More sinister was the action of certain Continental Army offi-

cers, though this came after the fighting had ceased, and so,

while it threatened the purposes of the Revolution, it did not

threaten military disaster.

The intent was to replace the civilian-dominated Republic with

either a military dictatorship or a more or less absolute monarchy.

Either form required the active support of the natural choice for

the supreme position, George Washington. The prestige of this

man, especially after it became clear that Cornwallis’ surrender

marked the actual triumph of the Revolution, was colossal; con-

temporaries, indeed, likened him not only to Moses but to Christ.

His power, as Commander-in-Chief of the victorious Revolu-

tionary Army, was not very much less than his prestige and had

he yielded to the temptations offered him, it is difficult to see

what could have effectively opposed him, at least, in any im-

mediate sense.

Washington’s behavior in this crisis is one of the most admir-

able chapters in the life of this great man. It is at the same time

a reflection of the genius of the American people—at least this

early in their history—who had great distrust of the military arm
and the military mind, and had especially objected to Britain’s

efforts, prior to Lexington, to impose the supremacy of the mili-

tary over the civilian.

Washington at all times conducted himself as the servant of

Congress (even when that body, in the winter of 1776, gave him
dictatorial powers for six months), and though this was fre-

quently exasperating, he never once overstepped these bounds;
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from the evidence, he seems never to have Jtvcn contemplated

doing so.

This, however, was not true of all associated with power dur-

ing the Revolution. Beginning in 1780 there appeared the clear

suggestion of the alleged need, in the name of the Revolution, of

one-man domination. By the spring of 1782 this had reached the

point where a Colonel of the Pennsylvania line, Lewis Nicola,

suggested in his own name and on behalf of other officers—how
numerous is not known—^that Washington overthrow the Re-

public and assume the position of a King.

On May 22, 1782 Washington replied to the Colonel, as

follows

:

With a mixture of great surprise and astonishment, I have

read with attention the sentiments you have submitted to my
perusal. Be assured, Sir, no occurrence in the course of the war
has given me more painful sensations, than your information of

there being such ideas existing in the army, as you have ex-

pressed, and I must view with abhorrence and reprehend with

severity. For the present the communication of them will rest

in my own bosom, unless some further agitation of the matter

shall make a disclosure necessary.

I am much at a loss to conceive what part of my conduct

could have given encouragement to an address, which to me
seems big with the greatest mischief, that can befall my Coun-

try. If I am not deceived in the knowledge of myself, you could

not have found a person to whom your schemes are more dis-

agreeable. . . . Let me conjure you, then, if you have any re-

gard for your country, concern for yourself or posterity, or

respect for me, to banish these thoughts from your mind, and

never communicate, as from yourself or anyone else, a sentiment

of like nature.

It is indicative of the marked generosity with which illegal

reactionary schemes and counter-revolutionary activities—not

challenging property relationships—generally have been treated

in American history, that Colonel Nicola’s treasonous communi-

cation brought him no more discomfort than the rebuke in

Washington’s reply.

Though Washington’s rejection of this particular proposal

marks a signal victory for the Republican idea, it is not true to

declare, as did John Richard Alden, in his study of The Ameri-
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can Revolution, that ‘hhe Nicola incident actually signifies the

death of the monarchical idea in the United States and the total

triumph of representative government.” On the contrary, the

monarchical idea was to recur in future years and the threat to

representative government has not only continued on to our own

day, but reappeared immediately after the Nicola affair.

Then, the aim was the supercession of the existing civil gov-

ernment, the creation of a highly centralized federal government

maintained with a numerous standing army to be commanded

by an officer with supreme overall authority—and the first choice

for that office was again Washington.

This movement fed on the demonstrable incompetence and

lack of sufficient power of the existing Congress, functioning

under the Articles of Confederation. It fed, too, on the bank-

ruptcy of that Congress so that it literally did not have the funds

to pay the expenses of the courier who brought news of York-

town, and it could not pay the rent for the building housing its

Treasury department! It fed on the apparent incapacity of the

Congress to meet pledges of half-pay for life to officers enlisting

for the duration and to meet payments due its civilian creditors.

What ensued was a merger of some of the leading public

creditors with the disaffected officers in an effort to overpower

and in fact overthrow the authority of Congress and replace it

with the authority of a “strong man.” This is the meaning of the

threat voiced in 1783 by William Bingham, a partner of Robert

Morris in the Bank of North America and one of the country s

earliest “war millionaires,” that if justice were not done the

creditors a “violent convulsion must take place.”

Hamilton, writing to Washington, February 7, 1783, tried to

enlist him in the effort to combine the tvv^o demands: “This is

the object of all men of sense; in this the influence of the army,

properly directed, may cooperate.” The same day Gouverneur

Morris wrote General Knox that Congress would see you [that

is, the Army] starve rather than pay a six-penny tax”; he sug-

gested, therefore, that the Army impress Congress with its wishes.

Relevant is the fact that this same Morris had written to Gen-

eral Nathanael Greene, in December, 1782: “I have no hope

that our union can subsist except in the form of an absolute
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monarchy and this does not seem to consist with the taste and

temper of the people. The necessary consequence, if I am right,

is that a separation must take place and consequently wars.”

In March, 1783, while a committee of officers was presenting

claims to Congress, a Colonel Walter Stewart, an emissary for

Robert Morris, appeared at the Army’s headquarters in New-
burgh, New York. There followed, on March 10, the first of two

documents, since come to be known as the Newburgh Addresses.

This, issued anonymously, was the work of a Major John Arm-
strong, aide-de-camp of General Gates and son of a General of the

Pennsylvania Line; it vigorously denounced the vacillations of

Congress, urged boldness on the part of the officers and suggested

that they “suspect the man who would advise to more moderation

and longer forbearance.” It closed by calling a meeting, for

March 11, of all officers for the purpose of planning how best

to force Congress to do their will and warned Congress “that, in

any political event, the army has the alternative.”

Washington, reading the document, immediately issued orders

forbidding the meeting on March 11 and setting another for

March 15, at which time a report might be forthcoming from

the officer’s committee visiting Congress. This was met by the

second of the Newburgh Addresses, acquiescing in Washington’s

order and implying that since he himself had called for a later

meeting, he “sanctified” the officers’ claims.

At the March 15 meeting, chaired by Gates, Washington made
an unexpected appearance and spoke briefly. He drew out a

paper on which he had prepared his remarks, and then put on

his reading glasses. This surprised many of the officers and Wash-

ington explained: “Gentlemen, you will permit me to put on my
spectacles, for I have not only grown gray, but almost blind, in

the service of my country.”

Washington complimented the author of the Addresses for the

vigor of his prose and the cleverness with which his phrases were

turned. He appealed to the officers to bear witness if the Army
had a more constant and devoted friend than himself and a

warmer advocate of its cause. But how did the anonymous author

propose to advance that cause? He offered two alternatives—if

war continues, abandon the front and withdraw to the West;
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if peace comes, do not lay up your arms “until you have obtained

full and ample justice.” So: “either deserting our country in the

extremest hour of distress, or turning our arms against it, which

is the apparent object, unless Congress can be compelled into

instant compliance.” “My God!” exclaimed Washington, “is the

author of such proposals a friend of the army or of the country?

Rather, is he not an insidious foe? Some emissary, perhaps from

New York [where the British still were] plotting the ruin of both

by sowing the seeds of discord and separation between the civil

and military powers of the continent?” He reminded the officers

of the burdens and problems of Congress; he appealed to their

patriotism; he reiterated his sympathy with the reality of their

grievances; he entreated them to rely on the justice of Congress

and to do nothing which would besmirch the record of the Amer-

ican Revolutionary Army.

Having spoken perhaps 20 minutes, he pointedly withdrew, so

that his presence might not intimidate them, and as though in

testimony of his faith in their rectitude. The assembled officers

were tremendously moved—Gen. Schuyler said “the whole assem-

bly were in tears.” A committee, headed by General Knox, was

appointed to submit draft resolutions expressing the sense of the

meeting. Two were brought in: One reported “unshaken confi-

dence in the justice of Congress”; another expressed “abhorrence

and disdain” of the “infamous proposals” in the Newburgh Ad-

dresses. The resolutions were adopted unanimously, even the

putschists voting for their own condemnation!

Satisfactory solutions, which in effect did meet most of the

demands of the officer and civilian creditors, were forthcoming

from Congress and the army was successfully disbanded at the

close of 1783. How very serious this matter was is indicated in

what Hamilton wrote Washington on March 25, 1783. He de-

clared his own complete sympathy with the creditor-claimants

and reported that some officers still wanted to use force against

Congress. He, himself, opposed this, but not on principle
;
he felt

it had no chance of ultimate success because the country would

not support it. The soldiers would not follow the officers, said

Hamilton, and, “There would be no chance of success without

having recourse to means that would reverse our revolution.”
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Because of certain failure, Hamilton opposed an effort at a coup

:

I cannot myself enter into the views of coercion which some
gentlemen entertain, for I confess could force avail, I should
almost wish to see it employed/’

Washington answered Hamilton, April 4, and admitted the
existence of real grievances, the weakness of the central govern-
ment and the need for reform in that regard, and the inefficiency,

perhaps corruption, of many of the politicians. But, he empha-
sized that he viewed with astonishment and horror” any sug-
gestion of a forcible undoing of civilian power. The army, said
its commander-in-chief, “is a dangerous instrument to play with,’^

but with public sentiment being what it was, “the idea of redress
by force, is too chimerical to have had a place in the imagination
of any serious mind in this army,”
The uproar aroused throughout the countr)', and the prohibi-

tive laws and official resolutions of condemnation, aimed against
the hereditary Society of Cincinnati, whose membership was con-
fined to officers, showed how accurate both Hamilton and Wash-
ington were in their estimate of public opinion. Indeed, so intense
was this opposition that at the Society’s first convention, in 1784,
its nature was at once changed—the hereditary feature was abol-
ished, its funds were thereafter to be in the keeping of the various
state legislatures, and it promised not to intervene, as a body, in
politics.

IV

On April 11, 1783, Congress issued a proclamation formally
announcing the end of the War of the Revolution; four days later

it ratified the provisional Treaty of Paris. In the ensuing months
the revolutionary units disbanded, and on November 3, 1783,
Congress formally discharged all troops which had enlisted for
the duration.

In December, 1783, the last British soldier was evacuated from
the east coast (but not from several western frontier posts, of
which more will be said in another place). Washington then
made his way to Annapolis, where Congress was in session. On
the way, he stopped at the treasury office in Philadelphia and left
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an itemized account of the official expenses incurred through the

years of his generalship (they amounted to $64,315) . Before Con-

gress, he spoke with his usual brevity, concluding: “Having now

finished the work assigned me, I retire from the great theater of

action, and bidding an affectionate farewell to this august body,

under whose orders I have so long acted, I here offer my com-

mission and take my leave of all the employments of public life.”

Congress’ reply was delivered by its newly-elected President,

Thomas Mifflin of Pennsylvania, formerly the Army’s quarter-

master-general and one who, in the past, had not been sparing in

his criticisms of Washington. Mifflin’s words were nobly eloquent

and wonderfully true; undoubtedly he expressed the well-nigh

unanimous sentiments of the American people when he said

:

The United States, in Congress assembled, receive, with emo-
tions too affecting for utterance, the solemn resignation of the

authority under which you have led their troops with success

through a perilous and doubtful war. Called upon by your

country to defend its invaded rights, you accepted the sacred

charge before it had formed alliances, and while it was without

friends or a government to support you. You have conducted

the great military contest with wisdom and fortitude, invariably

regarding the rights of the civil power through all disasters and
changes.

You have, by the love and confidence of your fellow-citizens,

enabled them to display their martial genius, and transmit their

fame to posterity.

You have persevered till these United States, aided by a

magnanimous king and nation, have been enabled, under a just

providence, to close the war in freedom, safety, and independ-

ence, on which happy event we sincerely join you in congratula-

tions.

Having defended the standard of liberty in this new world;

having taught a lesson useful to those who inflict and to those

who feel oppression, you retire from the great theater of

action with the blessings of your fellow-citizens; but the glory

of your virtues will not terminate with your military command
—it will continue to animate remotest ages.



Chapter X

England and the

Revolution

T̂ OHN ADAMS declared that a compre-
hensive history of the American Revolution would have to be a
“history of mankind during that epoch.” Certain it is that an
understanding of British history during that epoch is necessary if

one is to understand the American victory.

During the reign of George III, until his defeat in the Ameri-
can Revolution, the government of England as reflected in Parlia-
ment was dominated by the Crown and the landed nobility. The
rising mercantile and especially industrial bourgeoisie, supported
by an increasingly articulate mass opinion, was challenging this
domination, but the domination is a fact.

I

In the England of George III, 29 out of 30 adult English men
did not vote; about 6,000 voters, throughout Great Britain, were
able to elect a majority of the Parliament. As Leslie Stephen
wrote, in his History of English Thought in the 18th Century:
The House of Commons was at this time the object of popular

distrust instead of the organ of the popular will.” Furthermore,
though it has become customary to deride the Revolutionists'
depiction of George III as a monarch misusing his enormous
power in order to establish a more fully personal tyranny, the

141
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evidence suggests that it is the derision, not the depiction, which

is in error.

Edward Channing, in the third volume of his History of the

United States noted that the King had “purchased the balance of

power in the House of Commons with the nation’s money, and

thus converted government responsible to the great families of

England into government responsible to himself.” At another

point, Channing declared : “It is certain that the King by the use

of national funds and the gift of places and pensions was able to

keep a sufficient band of followers in the House of Commons
from 1767 to 1781 to enforce his personal rule.”

This conclusion is re-affirmed in the work of John Richard

Alden, who finds that “especially after 1767,” through corruption

and bribery, “George HI was able during several critical years to

influence and eventually to dominate both Cabinet and Parlia-

ment.” The King became, said the English historian, Reginald

Coupland, “not only his own Prime Minister, not only the leader

of his own political party, but also its chief whip, its organizer of

victory at the polls.”

Throughout the ’60’s and ’70’s, the King held in his pocket at

least 200 Parliamentary seats, with members then in office for

seven years. Unlike certain of his predecessors, George HI did not

seek to defy Parliament
;
rather, in unity with the landed elite, he

succeeded in capturing Parliament.

Frank E. Manuel summarizes the most recent British historical

studies on this point by declaring that they “show that about half

of a typical mid-century House of Commons consisted of crown

dependencies—ministers and civil servants, holders of civilian

sinecures, court officials, army and navy officers, government con-

tractors, and secret service pensioners. Of the other half, most

were hand-picked representatives of the local gentry of the coun-

ties.”

Certain historians—notably Sir Lewis Namier, and the late

Eric Robson—have insisted that the King was actually uphold-

ing Parliamentary government and the powers of Parliament in

refusing to accede to the colonial demands for greater self-govern-

ment. Mr. Robson, for instance, declared: “The conflict with the

American colonies was engaged in and conducted by George HI
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and his ministers to uphold the supremacy of Parliament at West-
minster. It was this, rather than the rights of the Crown, which
was at stake.”

This misses the point that the King, through the Court Party,
was the master of Parliament. The supremacy of Parliament in
the English governmental system having been established through
two revolutions, the King was seeking to reestablish monarchical
domination, in fact, by securing effective control over Parliament.
This he had done by the end of the 1760’s, so that he saw the
American colonial revolt as one threatening not only the world-
position of his Empire but also the internal political position of
parliamentary domination which he had secured.

II

Conversely, the opposition to the King, led by the newer English
bourgeoisie, which looked upon his activity as subversive of Parlia-
ment’s independence and power, tended to view favorably the
American resistance and to consider the leaders of that resistance
as their political allies. Radical and reform movements appear
simultaneously in both England and America ( and Ireland

)

;

they have similar ideologies and programs; their leaders are in
frequent communication with each other; their literature invigor-
ates and guides both; and their organizational forms are highly
similar. It is frequently difficult to decide which has priority in
any particular argument or program or organizational form; it is

perfectly manifest that each gained strength from the other.

“Two poles of attraction began to appear,” wrote A. L. Mor-
ton, the English Marxist historian, of this period,^ “the imperial-
ism of the Court, Government and financiers, drawing to itself all

the privileged classes, and a new radicahsm, at first aristocratic

and slightly cynical but later proletarian and genuinely revolu-
tionary, drawing a mixed following of the dispossessed, the un-
privileged, and, in each generation, a host of those who saw in
the profession of radicalism a means of entering the ranks of the
privileged.” Of “the first developments of English radicalism,”
Mr. Morton continued, “it had the closest connections” with the
American Revolution. Specifically, it is clear that if one omits the
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strong opposition to the policy of George III that existed inside

England, he cannot understand the American victory and the

defeat of the King’s policy.

Informed English contemporaries believed that important to

the King’s policy of suppressing the Americans was his desire to

create thereby an effective military instrument for the overpower-

ing of England and an inexhaustible source of revenue to make

himself—supported by the landed aristocracy and the older trad-

ing bourgeoisie—master of a full treasury quite independent of

the will of Parliament. There is good evidence, too, though not

conclusive, that the King was not averse to forcing a war upon

the Americans in order to make opposition to him at home ap-

pear treasonous and, through war-time fever, to make his grip

over Parliament completely secure.

It is the link between the English and American radical move-

ments which explains why it was a speech made in Parliament

by Colonel Isaac Barre, in February, 1765 that christens the Amer-

icans, ‘‘Sons of Liberty.” It explains why the South Carolina

House of Commons, in 1770, remitted £1500 to the London

Society for the Defense of the Bill of Rights, to help pay the debts

of John Wilkes, persecuted leader of the English radical opposi-

tion. It explains the election of John Adams, in 1773, to member-

ship in that same London Society. It explains the raising of funds

by the Constitutional Society in England, to help the widows and

orphans of the Americans slain at Lexington and Concord, with

a leader of this Society, John Horne Tooke, sentenced to jail for

seditious libel.

The tie between the American and English radical movements

is exemplified not only in the person of Thomas Paine, as is well

known, but also by the career of John Wilkes, leader of the latter.

His correspondence with Americans of a political nature, goes

back at least to 1758, and in the 1760’s and 1770’s he was in fre-

quent contact with American radicals, especially those active in

the Boston Sons of Liberty. Indicative is the letter to him, signed

by a “Committee of the Sons of Liberty” of Boston (including

John Adams, Joseph Warren and Benjamin Church) dated June

6, 1768, a few months after Wilkes’ return to England from exile

in France. One paragraph will sufficiently indicate its character.
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That the British constitution still exists is our glory: feeble

and infirm as it is, we will not despair of it— To a Wilkes much
is already due for his strenuous efforts to preserve it. Those

generous and inflexible principles which have rendered you so

greatly eminent, support our claim to your esteem and assist-

ance. To vindicate Americans is not to desert yourself.

It was the American effort, and the English effort, which to-

gether form the theme of mass-distributed pamphlets published

in England, like Catherine Sawbridge Macaulay’s Address to the

People of England, Scotland, and Ireland, on the Present Impor-

tant Crises of Affairs, and John Cartwright’s, American Inde-

pendence, the Interest and Glory of Britain, both issued in 1775.

Williams’ History of Modern Wales (1950) makes the point

that “it was the American War which developed a political

awareness,” and that “the first publication in Welsh of a purely

political nature appeared in 1776 and was a translation by David

Jones of Trefiw, of a pamphlet on the nature of the dispute in

America.”

Two leading Welsh dissenters who took militantly pro-Ameri-

can stands were Richard Price and David Williams. The work of

Price will be discussed later; Williams, a friend of Franklin, pub-

lished in 1782, Letters on Personal Liberty, which, defending the

American Revolutionists, also went on to urge that Britain adopt

universal male suffrage, annual parliaments, the payment of

Members, complete publication of Parliamentary debates, and

full freedom of the press.

Another outstanding Welsh defender of the American cause was

Great Britain’s most distinguished Orientalist, Sir William Jones.

He also produced a pro-American pamphlet in 1782, The Prin-

ciples of Government in a Dialogue between a Scholar and a

Peasant. The publisher of this work, Jones’ brother-in-law, Wil-

liam Davies Shipley, dean of St. Asaph, was prosecuted for sedi-

tious libel and defended by the great Sir Thomas Erskine. This

trial dragged on for years and was finally won. In it Erskine

established, in English jurisprudence, that which had been gained

in the Zenger case—the right of the jury and not the court to

determine whether or not a particular publication was libelous.

It was the Aldermen and the Lord Mayor of London—John
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Wilkes, firm friend of the American cause and leader in the effort

to democratize the English Parliament—who petitioned the King
in 1775 to dismiss the Ministers oppressing the colonies. The gov-

ernment of London, said this petition, ^‘declare our abhorrence of

the measures which have been pursued, and are now pursuing, to

the oppression of our fellow-subjects in America.” These measures

seek “to establish arbitrary power over all America.” They have

been passed into law “by the same fatal corruption which has

enabled them [the Ministers] to wound the peace and violate the

Constitution of this country.” Such oppression in America con-

cerns us in England not only because it stems from corruption at

home, but also because “the liberties of the whole [Empire are]

inevitably connected with those of every part.” Hence, the peti-

tioners cannot observe “without the greatest concern and alarm,

the Constitution fundamentally violated in any part of your Maj-
esty’s Dominions.” The petition continues with an enumeration

of colonial grievances that could not have been more vehement
had it been written by Samuel Adams, and it draws to a close

with a scorching denunciation of Crown policy:

Your petitioners are persuaded that these measures originate

in the secret advice of men who are enemies, to your Majesty’s
title, and to the liberties of your people. That your Majesty’s
Ministers carry them into execution by the same fatal corrup-
tion which has enabled them to wound the peace and violate

the Constitution of this country; thus they poison the fountain
of public security, and render that body, which should be the
guardian of liberty, a formidable instrument of arbitrary power.

This was the petition of the Lord Mayor and the Aldermen of

the city of London, wherein lived one million of England’s total

of seven million people.

Ill

In February, 1776, there was published in London a pamphlet
destined to have very nearly the instantaneous success of Paine’s

Common Sense, published in Philadelphia a month earlier. It was
entitled. Observations on the Nature of Civil Liberty, and the

Justice and Policy of the War with America. Before the year
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ended this pamphlet made its author, Richard Price, hitherto a

divine and philosopher greatly respected by his peers but hardly

a public figure, one of the most widely-known men in England
and in America.

The phenomenal popularity, in Great Britain, of this pamphlet

is again reflective of the profound dissatisfaction felt by most

Englishmen with the war against America. Price’s work was
directly stimulated by political considerations—it was a defense

of the Left wing of the Whig Party, then led by Lord Shelburne,^

against that of the Right, led by Edmund Burke. On the Ameri-

can question—then, of course, to the fore—the Burke group em-
braced the Declaratory Act of 1766, which, it will be remem-
bered, while repealing the Stamp Act, insisted upon the complete

supremacy of Parliament over the colonies in every particular.

The Shelburne group rejected this and replaced it with the idea

of complete independence for the colonies in all internal affairs

and a tie existing only in terms of preferential arrangements for

intra-imperial trade. As a result. Price began by attacking the

Declaratory Act and equating it with a policy of enslavement.

‘T defy anyone,” he wrote, after quoting the Act, “to express

slavery in stronger language.”

Price went on to develop his concept of the “nature of civil

liberty.” The essence of civil liberty, he wrote, lay in the necessity

of the government being “the creature of the people.” The gov-

ernment must originate with them, must be conducted under

their direction and must seek their happiness. The form of govern-

ment is not of the greatest moment, wrote Price, so long as it

retains the three basic features just enumerated.

In the objection to the Declaratory Act, in his definition of

civil liberty and in his views as to taxes, laws and officials. Price

was re-stating the fundamental position of the American Revolu-

tionists.

Even more directly, he developed a general philosophical

defense of revolution strikingly similar to that which was, six

months later, to appear in the Declaration of Independence

—

even the language suggests Jefferson’s document:

Mankind are naturally disposed to continue in subjection to

that mode of government, be it what it will, under which they
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have been born and educated. Nothing rouses them to re-

sistance but gross abuses, or some particular oppressions out of

the roads to which they have been used. And he who will ex-

amine the history of the world will find there has generally

been more reason for complaining that they have been too
patient than that they have been turbulent and rebellious.

Having defined civil liberty in terms redolent of the American
argument, and having defended revolutionary undertakings in

the broadest terms, Price went on to consider the specific rebel-

lion that the British government was then seeking to suppress. He
did this as explicitly, not to say provocatively, as the English lan-

guage allows

:

Our colonies in North America appear to be now determined
to risk and suffer every thing, under the persuasion that Great
Britain is attempting to rob them of that Liberty to which every
member of society, and all civil communities, have a natural
and unalienable right. The question, therefore, whether this is

a reasonable persuasion, is highly interesting, and deserves the
most careful attention of every Englishman who values Liberty,

and wishes to avoid staining himself with the guilt of invading
it.

Price’s opinion was that the Americans were right in their

complaints and noble in their resistance; that efforts to repress

this resistance were oppressive and dangerous to English liberty.

“Had we nourished and favored America, with a view to com-
merce, instead of considering it as a country to be governed:

Had we, like a liberal and wise people, rejoiced to see a multitude

of free states branched forth from ourselves, all enjoying inde-

pendent legislatures similar to our own . . . there is nothing so

great and happy we might not have expected.”

In such a case, “The Liberty of America might have preserved

our Liberty; and under the direction of a patriot king or wise

minister, proved the means of restoring to us our almost lost

constitution.”

That then, is the need, for the sake of English liberty—to estab-

lish a commonwealth of equals, to replace the concept of Empire,
with that of a unity of states “forming different parts of a King-
dom.^^ To try to maintain the unity of the Empire by force, and
to insist on superior and subordinate units thereof, is to destroy
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civil liberty, wage unjust war and subvert the English Constitu-

tion. Price concluded: “An important revolution in the affairs of

this kingdom seems to be approaching. If ruin is not to be our

lot, all that has been lately done must be undone, and new meas-

ures adopted.”

It is not surprising that this work was reprinted at once in

Boston, New York, Philadelphia and Charleston and also pub-
lished in Hartford and Boston newspapers, but it is highly instruc-

tive of the British state of affairs that it was issued in Edinburgh
and Dublin, too, and in London went into 13 re-printings before

the end of 1776

!

It is this pamphlet which the great English radical and scientist,

Joseph Priestley, forwarded to his very dear friend, Franklin. The
delivery of the pamphlet with a covering letter, Priestley entrusted

to Major Carleton, brother of the Governor of Quebec; that the

Major executed his trust is clear since Franklin’s acknowledg-

ment exists.

In the covering letter (dated February 13, 1776), Priestley

referred to Price’s “most excellent pamphlet,” which, he hoped,

might “make some impression upon this infatuated nation.”

Priestley went on to record his fears that the British Administra-

tion would make reconciliation impossible, wherefore he thought

“it is most probable you will be driven to the necessity of govern-

ing yourselves.” In this case, he continued, “I hope you will have

wisdom to guard against the rock that we have fatally split upon

;

and make some better provision for securing your natural rights

against the incroachment of power, in whomsoever placed.”

Priestley concluded his communication to a leading rebel against

his Monarch, by assuring him that the friends of American and
British freedom remained staunch: “Our zeal in the good cause

is not abated.”

IV

Lafayette’s participation in the American Revolution is univer-

sally known, but not so well known is his own statement as to

what determined him on this course. A fellow-guest at a dinner

given in Paris in 1775 by the Comte de Broglie was the Duke of
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Gloucester, brother of George III. The young Lafayette was
astonished to find in the Duke a friend of the American rebels;

the strangeness of the man’s position lent interest to his argument.
Lafayette listened as the Duke “told of the treatment the Ameri-
can colonists had received, and spoke warmly of these patriots

struggling for liberty,” and forthwith resolved to join them.

Thomas William Goke, for 50 years the representative of Nor-
folk in Parliament, toasted George Washington, rather than King
George, during the Revolution. Major Cartwright, a leading

English radical, hung the Declaration of Independence in his

dining room—and, in 1776, Nottingham presented him with the

freedom of the city. The Patriotic Society of London sent a note

to John Adams, addressed to the Continental Congress in Phila-

delphia (and duly published in Lloyd's newspaper, October
11-14, 1776):

Your cause and ours is one and the same. The present Parlia-
ment of England, not being duly elected, has no right to make
any laws, and consequently the people are not obliged to obey
such as may be made by them. Be assured in us you will find
every support in our power to give.

Charles James Fox, a leader of the Whig party, but not quite

so far to the Left as Shelburne, wrote the following remarkable
lines to a political ally. Lord Ossory, on June 24, 1776, soon after

news had reached England that the Americans had been beaten
in Canada:

It will give the tools and Tories here such spirits as to make
them insufferable. As to myself, you know little matters do not
distress me much. I am still convinced the Americans will
finally succeed, whether by victories or defeats; and if they do
not ... it will check all future enterprise to such a degree as
to give the completest triumph to Toryism that it ever had. . . .

Whatever happens for God’s sake let us all resolve to stick by
them [the Americans] as handsomely ... in their adversity as
we have done in their glory, and still maintain the Whig cause,
however discredited by defeats, to be the only true principle
for this country.

The idea of the identity between the Whig cause in England
and the patriot cause in America could hardly be stated more
clearly than in the above letter.
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As the war progressed, bold statements by leading political

figures opposed to its continuance were being made not only in

private letters but in public addresses. Lord Chatham (the elder

Pitt) himself, in one of his last speeches before his death, though
opposed to granting independence to the Americans, nevertheless

declared in the House of Lords in November, 1777—“In a just

and necessary war, to maintain the rights and honor of my coun-

try, I would strip the shirt off my back to support it. But in such

a war as this, unjust in its principle, impracticable in its means,

and ruinous in its consequences, I would not contribute a single

effort, or a single shilling.”

By this time other powerful figures went as far or further than

Pitt in their opposition to the war—Walpole, Lord Rockingham,
the Duke of Richmond, General Conway, Sir George Savile, and
many more. Even Edward Gibbon—with Samuel Johnson, one

of the few Tory intellectuals, and as a member of Parliament

from 1774 to 1783, bitterly opposed to the Americans^—admitted

by December, 1777, that in England there was “a universal desire

for peace.”

Horace Walpole, in March, 1778, affirmed his belief that the

King deliberately provoked rebellion in the colonies so that they

might be conquered by arms and subjected to complete tyranny.

And, he went on, when America was subjugated, “the moment
of the victorious Army’s return [to England] would be that of the

destruction of our liberty.” For, he asked: “Would that Army,
had it returned victorious, have hesitated to make the King as

absolute as they had made him in America? Would they not let

loose against the friends of liberty as mere rebels?” It is interest-

ing that Frederick the Great of Prussia had expressed, in Septem-

ber, 1775, substantially the same views.

Fox, speaking in Parliament, on November 25, 1779, charged

that the Court party, with its insistence on the American War,
was driving England to destruction and its people to despair. He
warned: “When a nation was reduced to such a state of wretch-

edness . . . the people would inevitably take up arms and the

first characters in the Kingdom would be seen in their ranks,”

This brought a delicate editorial warning from the Tory Morn-
ing Post of London, two days later: “Mr. Fox, in his parliamen-
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tary invocation to rebellion seems to strive as hard for a halter as

any gentleman ever did in his desperate circumstances.” Several

other Members of Parliament—David Hartley for Hull, Henry

Gruger, for Bristol, for example—spoke with equal sharpness in

opposition to the Crown’s War. By June, 1779, Sir William Mere-

dith moved, in the House of Commons, an address in favor of

ending the war in America. The motion was rejected, with Lord

North’s spine being stiffened by a personal note from the King,

insisting that the American contest was “the most serious in which

any country was ever engaged.” American victory, wrote the

King, June 11, 1779, would mean the beginning of the end of

our colonial empire, “and this Island, reduced to itself, would be

a poor Island indeed.”

By 1780 the majority in Parliament expressed themselves as

troubled by the undue increase of the influence of the Crown. In

April, John Dunning (Lord Ashburton) introduced the famous

resolution “that the influence of the Crown has increased, is in-

creasing, and ought to be diminished”; it was adopted in Com-
mons by a vote of 233-215. By 1781 even the landowners, vexed

by rising taxes and convinced the Americans were never to be

conquered, were bringing pressure on the North Ministry to ter-

minate the conflict. With the dawn of 1782, Yorktown was his-

tory, France, Spain and Holland were at war with England, and

five other powers had joined together in the anti-British “Armed
Neutrality.” Minorca and Gibraltar were beseiged. West Florida

and the Bahamas had fallen to Spain, Tobago and several British

posts in West Africa had been taken by the French, and rising

popular discontent, primed by mounting unemployment, made
power at home precarious. Hence, in February, 1782, the House

by a large majority, adopted a motion renouncing all further

efforts to subjugate the American colonies. Now British recogni-

tion of American independence awaited only the conclusion of

diplomatic efforts.

V
The Whig-Tory split over the American Revohition, and the

British Whig-American patriot alliance, manifested themselves in
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the British ofhcer-corps, as well as in Parliament. It is probable

that the influence of Whiggism in restraining the military ardor

of the Howe brothers, in command of land and sea operations

early in the American War, has been exaggerated. At any rate,

as to the Howes, large doubts remain, but as to others, there is

no doubt at all concerning their decided opposition to the War.

The late Eric Robson, who made a special study of the military

aspects of the Revolution, as viewed from the British side, found

that poor morale among officers and men was of great conse-

quence in explaining the British defeat. He supplied convincing

evidence that a large number of the British officers who fought

in that war did so with, as one said, “uncertainty respecting the

justice of their country’s cause.”

This uncertainty tended to increase with length of service in

America, as the officers saw for themselves that the official pic-

ture of the rebellion as the work of a pernicious minority was

quite false. Typical was the reaction of a young Scot officer. Sir

James Murray: “As to the matter of right, if the Americans are

convinced that it is more for the good of that country to be

independent of Great Britain and at the same time are able to

accomplish it, they are most indisputably in the right to make the

attempt.”

Perhaps of even greater moment was the large number of Brit-

ish officers who simply refused to participate in the war at all,

and who, on refusing, publicly asserted their reasons. A few ex-

amples are in order.

Admiral Augustus Keppel flatly refused, on political grounds,

to command ships in war upon America
;
court-martialed, he was

defended by Thomas Erskine and won an acquittal. Lord Effing-

ham, perhaps as well known in the Army service as Keppel was

in the naval, took exactly the same stand. Lord Chatham refused

to allow his son, the future Prime Minister, to fight against the

Americans, and once again the political reasons for this decision

were made public.

A final instance, among many possible examples, is that of

Granville Sharp, grandson of the Archbishop of York, and son of

the Archdeacon of Northumberland. By the time of Lexington,

Sharp had earned some distinction as a scholar and considerable
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fame as an Abolitionist, having been the main figure in getting

the Somersett case before Lord Chief Justice Mansfield, resulting,

in 1772, in the outlawry of slavery within England.

Sharp earned his living in the employ of the Ordnance Office;

by 1774 he had been promoted to assistant of the Secretary of

that Office. In this position, he directly processed the orders for

munitions with which to suppress the American rebels. In July,

1775, Sharp expressed his distaste for such employment to the

Secretary and was given leave for two months, by which time,

apparently, it was felt the American subversives would have been

overcome.

At the end of the leave. Sharp asked for its extension since, as

he said: “I cannot return to my ordnance duty whilst a bloody

war is carried on, unjustly as I conceive, against my fellow-sub-

jects.” Leave was extended a second time, and a third, but there-

after Ordnance required that he return or be dismissed.

The position was Sharp’s sole means of livelihood, but he re-

signed. It is significant of public sentiment that he was applauded

for his act, and provided financial support by his two brothers,

William, the King’s surgeon, and James, a successful iron-manu-

facturer.

VI

The political and intellectual turmoil that characterized the upper

circles of English society during the 18th century—reflected in

the Parliamentary struggles, debates among the literati, and dis-

affection among the officer corps—was the surface bubbling of a

more profound phenomenon. Herbert Butterfield speaks of the

“long, slow, and deep” movement of this era. He refers to it as

“a tide,” which, “throughout the century is bringing wider classes

of Englishmen to intellectual awareness and a realization of the

part they might play in politics.” He sees “the advance in educa-

tion, the spread of literature, and the growth of towns” as “chang-

ing the character of the world itself.” Basic was the fact that:

“Greater masses of people were being brought by various means

to a consciousness of their importance, a sense of their public
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rights, a habit of local self-help and an interest in the destiny of

their nation.”

The stability of the British Crown itself was at question, be-

cause of internal challenge, at the very moment that the integrity

of the British Empire was being attacked on the American main-

land. George III was seeking to suppress American rebellion, the

better to keep his control over Parliament; the success of that

rebellion would cost him that control. At the same time those who
would contest that control, in England, had to change the char-

acter of Parliament. That change would destroy this particular

King’s strangle-hold and would assure that no future Monarch

achieved the same power again.

By no means all the opposition to the King, both in America

and in England, wanted it to go so far as it did; but once set in

motion the process could not be halted short of independence on

the one hand, and supremacy by a reformed Parliament on the

other. And, as we have indicated, the two movements were inter-

twined and were themselves part of a world-wide movement—the

achievement of hegemony by the bourgeoisie and the growth of

democracy.

The efforts of Pitt and Townshend, during the Seven Years’

War ( 1757-63), to create a national militia in England met with

tremendous resistance, and armed outbreaks in the rural area

required the employment of Regular troops for their suppression.

With the end of that war and mass demobilization, unemploy-

ment and hunger appeared. The political expression of mass dis-

content was the John Wilkes movement. Three times elected to

Parliament and each time unseated, exiled and, in 1764, out-

lawed by the King, he was the popular idol of the English popu-

lation. He was, too, precious to the Americans.

By 1767 England was on the verge of civil war—sailors muti-

nied, seamen, hatters, weavers were on strike. Benjamin Franklin,

from London, wrote on May 14, 1768 (four days after soldiers

had killed six strikers and wounded many) that there were:

mobs patrolling the streets at noonday, some knocking all down
that will not roar for Wilkes and liberty; courts of justice afraid

to give judgement against him; coal-heavers and porters pulling
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down the houses of coal merchants that refuse to give them
more wages; sawyers destroying sawmills; sailors unrigging all

the outward-bound ships and suffering none to sail till the
merchants agree to raise their pay; watermen destroying private
boats and threatening bridges.

It was not only American papers that were filled with reports

of Liberty clubs and insubordinate political demands. Here, as a

typical instance, is the Leeds Intelligencer, December 14, 1773,

reporting that in Yorkshire

Farmers’ Clubs in several towns of the East Riding of the
county have formed themselves into an association under
the title of the Liberty Club . . . the fundamental law of the
society is to unite in future elections in support of such candi-
dates as will engage to promote short parliaments, and the
abolition of tithes.

“Tis a time of most licentious and plentiful abuse of all persons

of eminence among us, whether in or out of power,” wrote the

Earl of Malmesbury in October, 1765. “Where this humour may
stop, God only knows,” he went on, and: “The American ex-

ample will certainly operate strongly with our common people.”

During the war itself, as Parliamentary opposition to the King
grew, mass unrest mounted. This unrest impeded the full mobil-

ization of English strength against the Americans. Much of the

unrest took organized forms reflecting American influence; and
the program of these mass movements often included, explicitly,

support of the American cause.

The internal disaffection revealed itself in the difficulties of

recruiting that Lord North was forced to admit by 1776. Efforts

to supplement recruiting—such as attempts to enlist Irish Roman
Catholics and to place foreigners individually in British regi-

ments—were unsuccessful. This was of prime importance in ex-

plaining the British King’s strong, though futile, efforts to pur-
chase cannon-fodder from Catherine of Russia, and his buying
several thousand “Hessians” from various petty German princi-

palities.

The disaffection showed itself in the ’70’s, as in the ’60’s, in

long and bloody strikes, notably the textile machine-wrecking
struggles near Manchester in September and October, 1779.
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Thousands, armed with scythes and crude guns, were involved

and the military was used to suppress the outbreak, with several

killed and scores wounded.
In Parliament, beginning at the latest in 1772, proposals were

introduced seeking fundamental reforms—annual elections; wid-
ening the suffrage; paying members; the exclusion of pensioners

and placemen. With these invariably went defenses of the popu-
lar struggles in America and Ireland.

This struggle for Parliamentary reform reached its climax in

1779 in the so-called Yorkshire Agreement—“the first presenta-

tion of this issue on a genuinely national scale,” as Butterfield

declares.

In June, 1780, occurred the insurrection known as the Gordon
Riots. Here the masses expressed their unwillingness to endure
intolerable burdens in a misguided (possibly provoked) anti-

Catholic outbreak. Scores of thousands rebelled against all con-

stituted authority in several cities of England, but the main up-

rising was in London. For days, the insurrectionists could not be
suppressed, though the King had invoked martial law. Only with

great difficulty and much bloodshed was the outbreak curbed, and
for weeks thereafter the gallows claimed dozens of victims, includ-

ing women and children.

These events had the greatest influence in forcing the over-

throw of the North ministry—with the House finally voting, Feb-

ruary 27, 1782, for an end to the war against America, and with

Lord North resigning a month later.

Professor Coupland has written truly: “The fact that the col-

lapse of George IIFs system of government was due to the ‘dis-

graces and reverses’ of the American War is one of the most cer-

tain facts in history.” Richard Price began his work, Observations

on the Importance of the American Revolution and the Means of

Making it a Benefit to the World, published in London, in 1785,

(reprinted the same year in Trenton, New Jersey) with these

words: “Britons themselves will be the greatest gainers [by the

Revolution] if wise enough to improve properly the check that

has been given to the despotism of their ministers and to catch

the flame of virtuous liberty which has saved their American
brethren.”
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With some temporary reverses, related to England’s role during

the French Revolution and the Napoleonic era, the impetus to-

wards governmental reform in England associated with the roots

of the American Revolution and greatly stimulated by the Revolu-

tion’s victory, did go forward to notable, if still incomplete,

achievements.

A feature of historical writing that appears to contradict what
has been developed in the preceding pages must be noted. The
consensus among those historians who have expressed an opinion

as to the sympathy of the majority of the people of England is,

with rare exceptions—notably that of John Richard Alden—that

this majority was hostile to the American cause and favored the

war’s prosecution by the King. However, specific studies of the

British press—highly distorted mirrors of mass opinion, it is true

—

as those by Hinkhouse and Clark, support the idea of the wide-

spread unpopularity of the American War in England. And most
certainly, the history of English politics during the years of the

Revolution makes clear that there was considerable doubt as to

the wisdom and justice of that war. Also, it seems certain that at

the latest by 1780 the war was strongly disliked by the overwhelm-
ing majority of the English population. This lack of support was
of great importance in explaining the American victory.

The unity between the English and American opponents of

George III is demonstrated not only in the service the former

performed in the latter’s victory; it is shown too in the fact that

the American radical victory assured English radical victory. Pro-

fessor A. L. Burt put this very well. The Americans, he wrote,

“by wresting liberty from Britain . . . also confer [red] it upon
her.” The failure of the King’s policy in America, he continued,

“broke his power in Britain.” The American war, “shattered

George Ill’s system of personal direction and control, and it freed

parliament.” The King, wrote Burt, “continued to reign [but] he
could no longer rule, nor could any of his successors.” Now when
North fell and Rockingham became the Prime Minister, he did so

only with the regal understanding that certain important parlia-

mentary reforms would be introduced to insure independence
from and supremacy over the Crown. ^ This prior agreement in
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itself constituted an unprecedented restriction upon the King’s
veto power; it heralded also, as Richard Pares has observed, that
henceforth “change of Ministry became inseparable from reversal

of policy,” i.e.j a foreshadowing of the 19th century’s two-party
system.



Chapter XI

The British Empire

and the Revolution

Britain’s oppression of
Ireland preceded and exceeded that visited upon her American
colonies. The revolutionary movements in both areas were closely

interwined and each profoundly affected the other. Thus it is

that the work of William Molyneux, first published in 1698, The
Case of Ireland's Being Bound by Acts of Parliament in England,
was reprinted in both England and America, in 1776, as part of

the tripartite—Irish, American, English—effort to reform Eng-
land at home and revolutionize her imperial features.

Again, Granville Sharp in 1775 published a study called

Declaration of the Rights of the People to a Share in Legislation

which was directed against the disfranchisement of the Irish, and
which, through the activities of his Pennsylvania comrade-in-arms
against the slave trade, Anthony Benezet, became widely known
in America. In America, of course. Sharp’s arguments were ap-
plied to the local scene and became part of the freedom move-
ment. This relationship unquestionably strengthened Sharp’s re-

solve, which we have already noticed, not to assist the King’s
efforts to suppress the American rebellion.

I

We have also noted Lord Effingham’s refusal of a military com-
mand against the Americans

;
it is instructive that, in the summer
160
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of 1775, the city of Dublin officially voted Effingham its thanks

for his steadfastness in the cause of liberty. Further indication of

joint support of revolutionary efforts, with rather ironic overtones,

came in the assistance which both Irishmen and Americans gave

to Pasquale Paoli, Corsican patriot, and leader of the rebellion

against French rule in 1768. In 1769 he was exiled to England

and while there became a part of the English-Irish-American

radical movement.

American resistance to the Stamp Act of 1765 found active

sympathy and support in Ireland, while its repeal, in 1766, in the

Declaratory Act brought pointed reminder to the Irish that its

provisions affirming the supremacy of the English Parliament

over America, were a word-for-word copy of the Declaratory Act
of 1719 affirming the same thing but having Ireland as its object.

Thereafter as the revolutionary situation ripened in America, it

developed in Ireland, too; regular correspondence developed be-

tween the leaders of each. It was typical, for example, that one of

the first people to whom the Boston Town Meeting sent word of

the Boston Massacre in 1770, was Charles Lucas in Dublin, a

leader of the Irish radicals.

Benjamin Franklin, apostle of the American Cause, came to

Ireland in 1771. He visited the hamstrung Irish Parliament twice,

admitted each time to the floor as a mark of respect and regard,

and actively informed himself of the details of Irish politics, while

in turn making friends for America. Carl Van Doren, in his biog-

raphy of Franklin, remarked that “the Americans looked to Ire-

land for support in their conflict with the English Parliament.’^

He continued:

The Irish were watching America. They too had long en-

dured the repressive regulation of their trade by England. They
too claimed the right to make their own laws and lay their

own taxes. If the Americans held out, Ireland would be en-

couraged and benefited. If the Americans lost, Ireland would
lose with them.

Meanwhile, during the early 1770’s the first major wave of

Irish immigration came to America; from 1770 to 1775 about

50,000 Irish arrived. This served to make quite palpable the tie

between American and Irish unrest under English domination.
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The Irish masses were overwhelmingly pro-American. “All Ire-

land was America mad,” wrote Horace Walpole in 1776.

In Ireland itself conditions were intolerable. Though 90 per-

cent of the population was Roman Catholic, no one of that faith

was allowed to vote or to hold office
;
they were forbidden schools

of their own. Poyning’s Law, dating back to 1495, had put all

legislative power into the possession of the English Parliament,

and this situation prevailed unchanged for almost 300 years. Ire-

land was forced to maintain an army of 12,000 men—increased

to 15,000 by the Augmentation Act ofT 769—and yet no Cath-

olic was permitted to hold an Army commission. The land was

possessed by a handful of owners, many of them absentee English-

men, rents were ruinous, trade was regulated by and for England,

and Catholics were forbidden to purchase land. Meanwhile pen-

sions and patents were granted English residents that totalled

enormous sums and further ground down the peasantry. From

1763 to 1765 Irish pensions were increased £150,000; their total

far exceeded the whole sum England obtained through taxing the

thirteen American colonies.

Terrorism and rebellion were rife. Veritable civil war, led by

the “Whiteboys,” prevailed in Catholic Ireland from 1761 to

1771, and the repression by the English was fierce; in 1763 the

“Oakboys’” uprising and in 1771, the “Steelboys’ ” rebellion,

occurred in the Protestant North. A literature of protest appeared.

Among the earlier and certainly the best known of these were the

writings of the great satirist, Jonathan Swift, whose Proposal for

the Universal Use of Irish Manufactures (1720), Drapier Letters

(1724), and Modest Proposal for Preventing the Children of

Poor People from being a Burden to their Parents or their Coun-

try ( 1729)—by fattening them up and then using them as food

—

were all blasts at English tyranny over Ireland, and simultane-

ously, had a considerable impact on American opinion.

By the time of George Ill’s accession (1760), the Protestant

middle class and landowners in Ireland began insistently to de-

mand certain basic rights exercised by propertied Englishmen

—

the right to habeas corpus, security of tenure for judges, Irish

parliamentary control over the army, a Parliament of regularly

limited duration (seven years was most often suggested) rather
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than one which continued throughout one monarch’s reign (the

Parliament in existence before George III had sat without elec-

tions for 33 years)

.

Of these demands only the last was granted prior to the Ameri-

can Revolution; the Octennial Act was passed in 1768 limiting

the life of the Irish Parliament to eight years. It is with the elec-

tion first held under this act, in 1776, that Henry Grattan entered

the Parliament; so consequential a member was he to be that for

the next 15 years the Irish governing body was known as Grat-

tan’s Parliament.

This Parliament, as the late Professor Falkiner wrote, “was in

no real sense of the word a representative institution”; rather it

was “filled with the nominees of absentee noblemen.” The mem-
bers—landlords, placemen and Protestants—constituted a legis-

lative assembly that was quite “aristocratic in its sympathies.”

Nevertheless, though this body represented only the Protestant

minority of an overwhelmingly Catholic country and only the

well-to-do minority of a terribly impoverished land, it was the

representative of a colonially-enthralled bourgeoisie. As such it

resented the efforts of the English king to enhance his power

—

which George III tried in Ireland, as in America and in England

—and it sought a greater degree of power for itself. It raised as a

body, therefore, two main derriands
:

( 1 )
free trade rather than

English mercantilist regulation;^ (2) full power of the Irish

Parliament to legislate freely in all matters pertaining to Ireland.

To these basic demands, Grattan himself and some of his closest

followers added a desire for some Catholic relief, but this was not

true of the majority of the Parliament.

The independence-seeking Irish Protestant bourgeoisie com-

pletely and openly identified their cause with that of the Ameri-

cans and they frankly sought to use the war’s debilitating and

embarrassing impact upon England to further their own efforts.

The decisive impetus to their efforts came with the American-

French Alliance and the consequent fear of a French invasion of

Ireland. This danger, given the war against America, could be

met only by raising an army in Ireland. Exactly that was done

with the coming into being of The Volunteers beginning in

Belfast early in 1778. By 1779, there were 42,000 men in arms
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throughout Ireland, by 1780 perhaps as many as 80,000; this was
a national volunteer army, not a militia, and hence not under

government control. Its members were all Protestant, the officers

well-to-do, the rank and file merchants, tradesmen, professionals—“the armed property of the nation,” as Grattan put it.

As the months passed and French invasion did not transpire,

the Volunteers did not disband, but turned their armed might

openly in support of Grattan’s demands. This was re-inforced by
the Irish adapting the American non-importation tactic. By 1780
Irish trade restrictions were lifted and while in that same year

Grattan’s resolution for the complete sovereignty of the Irish

Parliament was rejected, and was again in 1781, it won unani-

mous approval in the Irish Parliament in 1782 and grudging and
somewhat partial acquiescence from England. To show further

the American influence, this act was called by Grattan, Ireland’s

Declaration of Independence.

The Volunteers no doubt could have pressed on to achieve full

and complete independence for Ireland, but this would have en-

dangered their own supremacy at home since it would have em-
boldened the Catholic majority. The Volunteer leaders, having
obtained free trade and their own Parliament’s (relative) suprem-
acy, sought no further innovations; such efforts thereafter were to

come in the 1798 uprising led by Wolfe Tone.
Wolfe Tone characterized the Revolution of 1782 in this

manner

:

The Revolution of 1782 was a Revolution which enabled
Irishmen to sell at a much higher price their honor, their in-

tegrity, and the interests of their country; it was a Revolution
which, while at one stroke it doubled the value of every borough-
munger in the kingdom left three-fourths of our countrymen
the slaves it found them, and the government of Ireland in the
base and wicked, and contemptible hands of those who had
spent their lives in degrading and plundering her. . . . The
power remained in the hands of our enemies.

Such an evaluation represents the partial truth of a devoted
and bitter contemporary revolutionist. The Revolution of 1782
certainly was limited, but it quite as certainly marked a sufficient

breakaway from English domination over Ireland to merit the
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description “Revolution”; and to make clear its organic connec-

tion with the whole history of the Irish national revolution. The

tie between the American Revolution and this Irish Revolution is

direct and plain.

II

As we have already observed, French possession of Canada was

widely understood to be a deterrent to aspirations for American

independence. Similarly, contemporaries expressed the opinion,

after the Treaty of 1763, that British ownership of Canada would

encourage separatist tendencies.

The rulers of Great Britain were not unaware of this danger.

George Ill’s policy of absorbing the power of Parliament at home

was coordinated with his policy of strengthening the imperial con-

trol of the thirteen colonies; and his policy vis-a-vis Canada was

to use that northern colony as a club for the retention of the

thirteen. Subversion in the south was to be curbed by reaction

in the north.

Though the Treaty of 1763 annexing Canada had promised

representative assemblies and traditional English rights (such as

already existed in Nova Scotia, for example), the promise was

never implemented prior to the American Revolution. On the

contrary, the promise was repudiated by the Quebec Act of 1774

where such an assembly and such rights were explicitly denied.

The failure to implement the promise, and its repudiation after a

dozen years, were in accordance with the warning of the Gov-

ernor of Quebec, Sir Guy Carleton, in a letter to Shelburne,

January 20, 1768: “The British form of government, transplanted

into this Continent, never will produce the same fruits as at

home. ... A popular assembly, which preserves its full vigor,

and in a Country where all men appear nearly upon a level, must

give a strong bias to republican principles.” The results, continued

Carleton, were “uncontrollable notions” and the “independent

spirit of a Democracy.”

Carleton intended to base the stability of his rule on the sup-

port of the great landowners and of the Catholic hierarchy; he

sought, as Professor Mclnnis has written, “on this oligarchical

foundation to establish a firm system of aristocratic rule.”
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At the same time, the royal purpose of making Canada not

only a center of reaction, but a military bastion from which to

help suppress disorder to the south, is clear. The projection of this

purpose is plain in the correspondence of Carleton, whose ideas,

the King declared, had his “full concurrence.” Writing to General

Gage, February 15, 1767, the Quebec Governor declared:

The more I consider the state of affairs on this Continent,

more and stronger reasons present themselves, and I am the

more convinced, it is not only expedient, but indispensably

necessary for the interest of Great Britain and His Majesty’s

service, not only to keep these in good repair, but to erect a

proper Place of Arms near the town of New York, and a Citadel

in or near the town of Quebec. . . . They will facilitate the

transport of ten or fifteen thousand men in the beginning of a

war, from the one to the other, as the circumstances require.

Such a “Place of Arms” and “Citadel” could “properly curb

and overawe” discontents; moreover New York and Quebec, so

prepared and interlocked could serve, if needed, to “separate the

Northern from the Southern colonies” and would “afford an easy

and advantageous opportunity for transporting His [Majesty’s]

Forces into any part of this Continent, and may prevent the great-

est of all inconveniences, delay and loss of time in the beginning

of a war.”

Having thus anticipated, to a large degree, that which ten

years later, matured into the plan for the Burgoyne Campaign,

Carleton, on November 20, 1768, anticipated the entry a decade

later of France into British intra-imperial conflicts, and suggested

a key role for Canada.

Should France begin a war in hopes the British colonies will

push matters to extremities, and she adopts the project of sup-

porting them in their independent notions, Canada, probably,

will then become the principal scene, where the fate of America
may be determined. . . . Your Lordship must immediately
perceive the many disadvantages Great Britain would labour

under in a war of this nature; and on the other hand, how
greatly Canada might for ever support the British interests on
this Continent, for it is not united in any common principle,

interest or wish with the other Provinces, in opposition to the

Supreme-seat of Government.
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The Crown’s motive and tactic in connection with Canada—^to

retain the thirteen colonies and to check subversion with reaction

—are vividly illustrated in the Quebec Act of 1774, whose pro-

visions we have previously described. That Act, by tripling the

area of Quebec at the expense of the northwestern zone of the

thirteen colonies, preserving semi-feudal land tenure, denying

representative government, and extending the area dominated by

an established Roman Catholic Church, had the effect of sur-

rounding castrated colonies with a desert of reactionary institu-

tions.

This act did serve to bind the seigneurial aristocracy and the

Church hierarchy to the Crown, and it did tend to placate

the national and religious fears of the 70,000 French-Canadian

peasants. But in confirming those peasants to a life of feudalistic

deprivation—from which since 1763 the had sought relief—it

did not win their ardor, and in challenging the American colon-

ists geographically, affronting them ideologically and threaten-

ing them economically, it earned their passionate disapproval.

William Knox, undersecretary to the Secretary for American

Colonies, in arguing for the Quebec Act and justifying its unpre-

cedented measures relative to the Catholic Church, insisted that

the French Canadians would be “a security against the insurgents

of the other parts of America for in a case of emergency a force

can easily be raised from thence.” Burke, on the other hand,

speaking for the Opposition, warned that the 1774 Act was

“meant to be both an instrument of tyranny to the Canadians,

and an example to others of what they have to expect; at some

time or other it will come home to England.” “Canada,” Burke

continued, “will become a dangerous instrument in the hands of

those who wish to destroy English liberty in every part of our

possessions.” With this Act, said Barre, “The Americans will look

on the Canadians as their task-masters, and, in the end, their

executioners.”

American oppositionists reacted as did their English comrades.

Thus, Alexander Hamilton saw “two great purposes” in the Que-

bec Act: “First, the subjugation of the colonies and afterwards

that of Great Britain itself.”
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The Crown policy did win the active support of the large land-
owners and the Catholic hierarchy during the Revolutionary
crisis, but it did not gain the favor of the peasants who, of course,
formed the vast majority of the population, nor of the English
merchants, a class of some consequence in the towns of Quebec
and Montreal. The merchants in these cities, inhibited by im-
perial regulations, and socially and politically disadvantaged by
the semi-feudal regime, joined New Englanders in setting up
Committees of Correspondence and, when the Port Act closed
Boston, sent relief supplies, even as did New York and Philadel-
phia.

In February, 1775, the Boston Committee of Safety wrote to
the Montreal Committee expressing thanks for past aid, and urg-
ing a more active policy of opposition on the part of the North-
erners. To this the Committee, composed of merchants, replied
April 28, 1775, assuring the Bostonians that their own dearest
wish was ‘‘to prosper your righteous cause, which alone will free
us from those jealous fears and apprehension that rob us of our
peace. Yet, they did not feel able to do more than they had done
for, “you will please to bear in mind, that not only those who
Bold the helm of government, but also all those who make wealth
or ambition the chief objects of their pursuit, are professedly your
enemies.” But, concluded the Montrealers, “the bulk of the peo-
ple, both English and Canadians, are of quite contrary senti-
ments; and wish well to your cause.”

This estimate of general Canadian feeling towards the Ameri-
can cause would appear to be accurate. Yet there was a sharp
division between the English-speaking merchants and the French
Canadian masses which was not narrowed by the arrogant racism
and anti-Catholicism of the former. There seems to have been
more than a grain of truth to the complaint of the first Governor
of Quebec, made in 1764, concerning “a set of free British mer-
chants, as they are pleased to style themselves,” who, eager for
“great gain,” considered “themselves superior in rank and for-
tune to the soldier and the Canadian, deeming the first voluntary
and the second bom slaves.” This chauvinism tended to throw
the peasantry back towards officialdom which, at any rate, pur-
sued a policy of respect for their religion and their national origin.
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Thus, while the merchants tended to a keen dissatisfaction with
the political and economic limitations of Canadian quasi-feudal-

ism, and while the peasants who bore the brunt of the burdens of

that system were anxious to throw them off, what Professor Gillis

well calls “the condescending arrogance of the traders” helped
prevent the achieving, for some time, of unity.

Fundamental, also, to the limited support given the American
cause by the Canadian merchant class was its numerical insignifi-

cance. According to Governor Murray there were, in 1764, about
200 Protestant householders in the towns of Montreal and Quebec
taken together; at the same time, while the French-Canadians
also were few, they did number some 70,000, throughout the

Province.

Furthermore, while British conquest of Canada had resulted in

severe blows to French merchants and fur-traders, it was clear to

their English class-brothers in Quebec that if they actively asso-

ciated themselves with the southern rebels and, especially, if they

joined with them in their economic reprisals aimed at England,
they would lose their favored position in exploiting the riches of

Canada. Thus it is that while John Brown, the agent sent by
Massachusetts in 1774 to Canada for the purpose of estimating

the situation and winning support, did report early the next year

a very considerable sympathy among Canadian merchants for the

rebels, he also reported that they would not fully join the move-
ment and would not send delegates to the Continental Congress.

“The difficulty,” he reported, early in 1775, to the Boston Com-
mittee of Correspondence, “consists in this; should the English

join in the non-importation agreement, the French would imme-
diately monopolize the Indian trade.”

The fact is, too, that the merchants of the St. Lawrence were
developing their own economy, largely based on the fur trade,

and very much more dependent upon London, than upon the

Atlantic seaboard. Hence, as Professor Creighton has written,

“Union with the Americans would at once submerge the identity

of Quebec in a general American federation and cut the vitally

necessary economic relations with England; and these conse-

quences were inimical to every interest of the northern commer-
cial state.”
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The result of the merchants’ resentments against British official-
dom on the one hand and divergence of interest from the Ameri-
cans on the other was a sort of cagey and precarious neutrality on
their part during the conflict itself. There were exceptions, espe-
cially insofar as a small number did rather actively side with the
Americans, and, of course, the policy of neutrality was viewed as
one of hostility by a British officialdom facing actual war and
invasion. Nevertheless, on the whole, the American rebels were
disappointed in the lack of enthusiastic support and concrete help.
The divergence of interests appeared sharply when, in 1775,

the Americans captured Montreal and immediately imposed a
trade blockade with the West, in the interests, of course, of hurt-
ing the British. This, however, provoked anguished opposition
from the merchants, and though the blockade was withdrawn in
1776 at the suggestion of the Carroll Commission^ this came too
late and, with the British re-conquest of the city, was in any case
academic.

The colonial officialdom, the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the
seigneurs were united in desiring that the southern rebels be
crushed, the Canadian habitants be spared infection, and that
Quebec have the glory not only of preserving herself for His
Majesty but also of helping decisively in preserving the thirteen
colonies for him.

On the other hand, the vast majority of the French-Canadian
population was distinctly hostile to the reactionary and repressive
purposes and actions of the ruling groups. Their feeling towards
the American Revolutionists was sympathetic, but ambivalent
since the Catholic religion had been denounced with great viru-
lence, m Congress’ “Address to the People of Great Britain,”
issued in October, 1774 a religion, said the Address in protest-

ing the Quebec Act, “that has deluged our island in blood, and
dispersed impiety, bigotry, persecution, murder, and rebellion
throughout every part of the world.” The suspicion and hostility
such phrases would naturally evoke among Canadian Catholics
were not likely to be effectively overcome by the soothing wordsm Congress’ “Address to the Inhabitants of the Province of Que-
bec,” which, following the other by five days, hailed religious
tolerance, and cited the example of the Swiss Confederacy, where
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Catholic and Protestant states were united, as proof that Quebec
would do well to join the thirteen colonies.

Mason Wade sums up the situation very well:

The double-faced attitude of the Congress, which denounced
Catholicism in England and praised freedom of conscience in

Quebec, destroyed much of the effectiveness of its appeal, but
nonetheless the new gospel of the Bostonnais caught the ear of

the Quebec masses, who did not welcome a return to the old

system of feudal dues and obligations.

Moreover, while the English merchants of Quebec feared a

submergence of their budding economy within that of the thirteen

colonies should Canada become the Fourteenth, so did the French

masses of Quebec fear the destruction of their own rather rudi-

mentary sense of nationahty by the same eventuality. It is the

opinion of the distinguished French-Canadian historian, Gustave

Lanctot, that such an awareness of distinctive nationality was

present by the 1760’s. Professor Lanctot has written:

At the time of the [English] Conquest, despite her small

population of some 70,000, French Canada possessed all the

essential elements, economic and cultural, of a political com-
munity different from that of the mother country, and even
tending to throw off useless colonial restrictions. This people

stood almost ready to assert its right to a separate nationality

in America, distinctively French and Roman Catholic, evolving

towards a particular destiny.

These facts explain the rather restrained, somewhat benevo-

lently neutral attitude that the mass of French-Canadians took to

the American visitors. Altogether wrong, though regrettably com-

mon, is the opinion, to quote the chauvinist writing of one U. S.

historian, Carl Wittke, that

:

The simple-minded French-Canadian habitant had little un-

derstanding of the issues involved and no desire to run after the

American goddess of liberty who, his clergy taught him, was
after all of rather doubtful divinity.

Ill

It is doubtful even if the Canadian populace had supported most

actively the American Revolutionists that it would have been
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possible for Canada to be freed, at that time, from British domi-
nation. But, while historical literature has concentrated on this

failure, it has tended to ignore the fact that Britain’s effort to use

Canada as a base from which to suppress the Revolution failed.

That latter failure was due, very largely, to the benevolent neu-

trality of the Canadian populace and to their decided hostility

against serving as taskmasters for the Crown.
The hostility was displayed despite strong measures taken by

State and Church. In June, 1775, Governor Carleton declared

martial law, and at about the same time the Bishop of Quebec
announced that rebels and their sympathizers were to be excom-
municated. Somewhat later, in response to British orders that he
raise 6,000 troops in Canada, Carleton imposed compulsory mili-

tary service for all men from 16 through 60.

The conscription was everywhere evaded and, in some places,

forcibly resisted. The peasants declared that military service, once
owing the seigneurs, had ceased with the Treaty of 1763 and they

therefore held Carleton’s unilateral conscription act to be illegal.

They simply refused to be drafted and instead of 6,000 troops,

Carleton could barely enroll a Canadian militia numbering 300-

—

a few hundred less than the number of Canadians who joined

the American forces. In several places—Terrebonne, Vercheres,

Berthier—there were actual revolts against mobilization
;
in other

areas, the seigneurs were driven away. Elsewhere, as Trois Riv-
ieres, the Canadian militia, finally embodied, refused to march
against the Americans. The few hundred Indians and Canadians
who did set out with Burgoyne on his fateful campaign of 1777-

78, deserted at their first opportunity.

While Carleton had told his London superiors in 1767 that

Canada “could send into the field about eighteen thousand men,”
he neglected to consider that while the men might be “sent,” they
also might refuse to go. Certainly, that is what happened during
the American Revolution, and so ten years later (May 29, 1777)
Carleton wrote to Burgoyne

:

If Government laid any great stress upon assistance from the
Canadians for carrying on the present war, it surely was not
upon information from me. . . . These people had been gov-
erned with too loose a Rein for many years and had imbibed
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too much the American spirit of Licentiousness and Independ-
ence administered by a numerous and turbulent Faction to be
suddenly restored to a proper and desirable subordination.

At one time Carleton thought he could get 18,000 Canadians
into the army; at another he was ordered to raise 6,000; he suc-

ceeded in enlisting 300 far from ardent fighters. Had this not
been so, had instead several thousand Canadian men joined Bur-
goyne and fought with him, it is hard to see what the American
forces would have been able to do to prevent the juncture of

Clinton and Burgoyne. Thus it came about that Isaac Barre was
mistaken when he prophesied that, ‘‘The Americans will look on
the Canadians as their task-masters, and, in the end, their execu-
tioners.” The prophecy did not come true though British imperial
policy sought to realize it. To a considerable extent it was the

courageous refusal of the “simple-minded French Canadian habi-
tant” so to be used that defeated the policy and helped save the
American Revolution.

IV

The success of the American Revolution brought a Whig govern-
ment to London. That government listened with considerable

sympathy to the demands of the English traders in Montreal and
Quebec City for a more representative form of government. These
demands, of ancient vintage, were reinforced by the petitions and
memorials seeking the same reform that came from the perhaps
50,000 Loyalist exiles who settled in British North America

—

about 28,000 in Nova Scotia, the remainder in Canada.
There was, however, a pull in the opposite direction upon the

British government. That government. Whig or Tory, sought to

enhance the interests of the ruling groups in England and to pro-

tect the country’s strategic interests. These considerations led the

British authorities to tread lightly and move slowly in granting

reforms or making changes. This restraining influence was rein-

forced by those in authority—and they were numerous—who
held, with the Chief Justice of Quebec, William Smith (formerly

Chief Justice of New York), that, “All America was abandoned
to democracy.” The policy of delay was strongly reinforced with
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the outbreak of the French and the Irish Revolutions which in-

duced a reactionary course in imperial policy.

Nevertheless, changes of considerable importance were pro-

duced following the American Revolution, in Canadian political

development. The tactic pursued by England was to subdivide

her North American possessions into as many administrative units

as possible and to provide reforms that nevertheless maintained

an authoritarian, anti-democratic nature in these units.

As a result, and in the face of the post-Revolutionary influx,

separate colonial administrations were set up for Cape Breton

Isle, Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick (split away from

Nova Scotia), Nova Scotia, and Upper Canada (Ontario) and

Lower Canada (Quebec). Typical of the political content of

these administrative moves was the Act of 1791 establishing

Lower (French) Canada and Upper (English) Canada. In each

case a legislative council and assembly were provided, with the

Council appointed by the Governor, and with the members of

the Assembly elected on the basis of a franchise limited very

severely by property qualifications.

Yet, these severe limitations are not to obscure the fact that

th Act of 1791 did provide a legislative form of government, thus

fulfilling the Whig pledge “to give Canada a free constitution in

the British sense of the word.” Further, the suffrage was limited

by property qualifications, but not by religious tests, thus estab-

lishing the principle of Catholic enfranchisement—a step taken

in 1789 by Nova Scotia.

V
In none of the English-American colonies outside the Thirteen,

did the British find such loyalty as to be of any significant

assistance in suppressing the rebellion. The attitude of the

approximately 17,000 inhabitants of Nova Scotia in 1775 was
summarized by John B. Brebner in the title of his definitive study.

The Neutral Yankees of Nova Scotia (1937). This colony,

sparsely settled, largely without roads, with only a rudimentary

consciousness of any kind of solidarity, nearly surrounded by
water (hence dominated by British naval power), with the

economy of its chief town, Halifax, dependent upon London,
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could not mount any effective protest movement against England,
On the other hand, most of its inhabitants were newcomers

from New England with very strong family and political ties

thereto; this made natural a warm sympathy for the rebels.

Further, the colonial status had induced ill-will towards the
North ministry in Nova Scotia.

The result was a certain amount of popular demonstrations
against the British, including arson directed at military supplies,
and a refusal to respond to an effort at conscription. So general
was this refusal, in fact, that the colonial officials put the best
possible face on the matter by announcing that the militia would
not be asked to leave Nova Scotia, thus, in effect, yielding to the
wholesale evasion. Some outbreaks and raids—led by two min-
isters, James Lyon and Seth Nobel, and by others, notably
Jonathan Eddy and John Allan—were attempted; the inhabit-
ants of St. John valley and of Passamaquoddy actually sent re-

quests to the Continental Congress that they be admitted. But all

these efforts, in the face of British domination of the ocean, came
to nought; at the same time, however, England was unable to
employ Nova Scotians effectively in the battle to suppress the
Revolution.

In the British West Indies, the revolutionary record is similar.

Here, however, an additional restraining influence—so far as

joining the American rebels was concerned—was the great num-
bers of slaves: Thus, in 1774 in Jamaica slaves outnumbered the
whites by 16 to 1 (192,787 slaves; 12,737 white); in Bermuda
the ratio was about 1 to 1 (5,632 white; 5,023 slaves.) Yet, the
economies of these islands depended very heavily upon the thir-

teen colonies, and their residents themselves were not indifferent

to English economic and political domination.
Thus, the protest against the Stamp Act was about as vehe-

ment in the islands of Nevis and St. Kitts as it was in New York
and Boston. Again, Grenada and Tobago all expressed, in one
form or another, sympathy with the rebels and adherence to the
principle of self-rule in internal matters. The inhabitants of the
Bahamas offered no resistance when Americans under Esek
Hopkins landed, “captured” New Providence and made a pris-

oner of the Governor; indeed, rather than resistance, the Ameri-
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cans received assistance in locating and hauling off the island’s

store of munitions.

Bermuda’s residents decided that the thing “to do,” wrote W.
B. Kerr, “was to keep clear of the conflict; preserve their trade

and for that reason to cultivate good relations with the Ameri-

cans even at the risk of giving Great Britain a little offense.” In

pursuance of that policy, an official delegation from Bermuda to

the Continental Congress arrived in 1775, to plead for her exemp-

tion from the American trade boycott. This was agreed to, with

the promise that, in exchange, the powder stored on the island

would be turned over to the rebels, a deal that was consummated

though the Governor shouted, quite truly, “treason.” All the

British West Indies, in fact, maintained an active trade with

the rebels throughout the conflict (directly, and also via Dutch

and French islands) and their sympathies were heavily pro-

American. It was only British naval power, plus the danger of

slave rebellion, which kept these islands from formally affiliating

themselves with the United States.

The loyal British colonies in America, once the war ended,

capitalized on their loyalty by demanding the removal of the

heaviest restrictions of the mercantile system. To maintain such

restrictions would amount to rewarding rebellion and punishing

loyalty, clearly an impossible position. Within about 20 years

after the signing of a peace treaty with the Americans, the peti-

tions of the remaining colonials were answered with the nearly

complete elimination of the ancient Trade and Navigation Acts.

The loss of the American colonies was also an important

stimulus to Britain’s shifting the main emphasis of her imperial

system to India^ and to Africa. And, by eliminating those colo-

nies as dumping grounds for criminals sentenced to deportation,

it was directly responsible for the colonizing in 1788 of New
South Wales. This colony, to which also went some Loyalists,

survived despite much adversity, and became what is today

Australia.

The American Revolution, then, in decisively rupturing British

imperial power, simultaneously evoked sympathetic responses and

helped produce significant alterations throughout the vast domain

controlled by that power.



Chapter XII

The Diplomacy

of the Revolution

To OBTAIN THE “rights of Englishmen”

the Americans had to cease being Englishmen. To accomplish

this, against the will of England, would require a long and diffi-

cult struggle; to accomplish it meant to add a new member to

the society of sovereign nations. So momentous a shift in the

world’s balance of power could not occur without strenuous

diplomatic activities.

The diplomacy of the American Revolution involves three

fundamental and inter-related questions
: ( 1 )

the rebels’ efforts

to gain recognition of their national sovereignty with an optimum

territorial and strategical position; (2) the efforts of Great

Britain to minimize the effect of American independence upon

her position and prestige—once such independence appeared

inevitable; (3) the efforts of the Continental European nations

—France and Spain, in particular—to reap the greatest possible

benefits for the present and the future from the embarrassment

of Great Britain flowing from the American uprising.

I

So far as the powers of continental Europe were concerned, and

especially the strongest amongst them, France, the prime objec-

tive in relations with the rebellious colonies and with the young

177
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United States was to use them to redress the balance of power
in Europe. With England’s victory, sealed in the treaty of 1763,

the balance had been completely upset and no European power
was really comparable in might to Great Britain. A rebellion of

the American colonies of King George resulting in their inde-

pendence would help redress the imbalance, it was believed, by

removing the weight of the thirteen colonies from Britain’s side

of the scales. Hence, the first objective of French diplomacy was
to guarantee the achievement of that independence.

At the same time, if the colonies could not only become inde-

pendent of England, but could become diplomatically dependent

upon and economically tied to France, the scale’s balance would
be even further enhanced. Hence, a second prime objective of

French diplomacy was to hitch America to the French wagon.

Connected with this second objective and related to some of

the consequences of the first was the question of what was to

be the newly-independent United States’ position in the New
World. The policy of France (and of Spain) was to have an

independent United States, but not a particularly powerful

United States—^with its ideas of revolution and republicanism

and self-determination—and surely not one which bestrode the

Western Hemisphere, or even the Northern half of it, as an
undisputed and unrestrained master. Hence, France and Spain

tended to oppose United States’ efforts to expand northward at

the expense of Canada, or to expand westward, even to the

Mississippi River, at the expense of Spanish holdings, or to obtain

concessions in Newfoundland fisheries, or to move southward into

the Floridas.

While having certain objectives, such as American independ-

ence, which directly coincided with American policy, and others,

such as exclusion of the United States from the Newfoundland
fisheries, which directly contravened American pohcy, France
above all faced the need of preventing British-American recon-

ciliation and developing the closest partnership between herself

and the United States, with, of course, the new nation in the

position of a distinctly junior member of the firm. This tended

to produce vacillation in French diplomatic conduct. On the

whole, however, French policy and influence distinctly favored
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the Americans in the arena of European power politics, for in

the last resort she would yield on everything rather than see the

independence of America lost and a reconciliation between the

colonies and the mother country.

Spain, on the other hand, less directly challenged on the Con-
tinent by England; intensely hostile at home to the libertarian

ideas of the Americans; and possessing a colossal but restless

American colonial empire, much of it adjacent to and all of it

influenced by the rebellious colonies, was less insistent upon
American independence, generally less friendly to American
efforts (even after she joined France in war against England),

and was especially anxious to keep the troublesome Republic

away from the Mississippi River and the Gulf of Mexico.

England, finding herself unable to retain the colonies—even

after, in a conciliation mission of 1778 she offered them every-

thing they had ever demanded, except independence—and un-

able to conquer them, and increasingly isolated in a growingly

and actively hostile Europe, tried to make such a peace as would
assuage ill-feeling in America, but not such a peace as would
make the United States clearly the unchallenged master of North

America. Simultaneously, she held the perspective of the more
or less rapid disintegration of the new-fangled republic with the

fragments returning, collectively or separately, to Mother. If this

did not materialize, then perhaps the economy and the trade and
later, the diplomatic weight, of the United States might be so

tied to England as to make her independence more or less

nominal. With these somewhat conflicting ends in view, English

diplomacy, culminating in the treaties of 1783, sought to restrain

the United States, but not to estrange her; simultaneously, it

sought to separate the Republic from France, so that England’s

loss might not redound to the double advantage of France.

The diplomacy of the United States revolved around the basic

aim of independence. Tied to this was the aim of securing the

most favorable territorial and economic arrangements p>ossible

and of achieving such a position in the New World as to assure

her domination thereof simply as the result of natural growth.

It was, therefore, a diplomacy which resisted reconciliation,

sought universal recognition, desired liberal trading*’ agreements
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with all Powers, wanted the Mississippi Valley, would have de-

lighted to have Canada, and became increasingly suspicious of

Spain, in particular, and of France, also, to a lesser extent.

Before the impact of the American Revolution is finished, one

witnesses a world war, a fundamental revision in international

law as applied to maritime commerce, a shift in the emphasis

and direction of British colonial policy, the hammering out of

the basic approach of American foreign policy towards Europe

for over a century. The American thunder-clap is important in

precipitating the revolutionary avalanches that sweep away so

much of the old in France and in all Europe, in the West Indies

and in all Latin-America during the generation that follows the

Peace Treaty of 1783.

II

Easily the most significant parliamentary motion ever made in

American history was that moved by Richard Henry Lee and

seconded by John Adams, in the Continental Congress on June

7, 1776. The motion carried with it three points: (1) that

“these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and
independent states”; (2) a logical conclusion from the first, that

“it is expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for

forming foreign Alliances”; and (3), necessary if the first point

is to be made effectual and if the second point is not to see thir-

teen separate entities seeking “Alliances,” that “a plan of con-

federation be prepared and transmitted to the respective Colonies

for their consideration and approbation.”

Concerning the first of these points, we have already had
something to say; of the third we shall write another time. Before

us is the second proposal, the development of a diplomacy that

would help secure American independence.

Jefferson was the man, of course, charged with drafting the

statement justifying independence; John Dickinson of Pennsyl-

vania had the main responsibility for preparing suitable plans for

confederation; John Adams had the task of outlining the sug-

gested provisions of treaties of alliance to be formed, especially,

it was already quite clear, with France. Adams presented his
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“plan for treaties” to the Congress in July, 1776; after debate

and minor amendments, his proposal was approved September
17. It contained two main provisions, in addition to the assump>-

tion of full sovereignty by the new nation
: ( 1 )

there was to be a

renunciation of any aim by a foreign power to conquer any parts

of North America; (2) adoption of the doctrine of “free ships,

free goods,” i.e., the full protection of the trading privileges of

neutrals with all nations, including those at war, in all com-
modities except those of a direct military nature, as weapons and
ammunition.

Nine days after approving this objective, the Congress selected

Silas Deane of Connecticut, Benjamin Franklin and Thomas
Jefferson to serve as a team of commissioners and negotiators in

Europe. Jefferson, beset by the serious illness of his wife, refused

the assignment
;
he was replaced by Arthur Lee, also of Virginia,

and then already in Europe. By December 28, 1776, Franklin,

the senior member of the mission and then the best-known of all

Americans, was being received in informal audience by Ver-

gennes, the French Foreign Minister.

Prior to these formal arrangements, however, the groundwork
had been laid of America’s revolutionary foreign policy; and of

European, especially French, foreign policy as regards the rebels

and Great Britain. First it is to be noticed that the idea and the

policy of revolution was used by all the Great Powers against

each other. This, of course, is not to suggest concurrence with

the police theory of revolution as something produced by hostile

foreign agents; counter-revolution may come from such a source,

but not revolution. However, it is true that revolution involves

questions of sovereignty and power and international relations;

therefore foreign powers will be interested, at least, in revolu-

tionary currents passing through the body of other foreign powers

and from time to time will seek to encourage such activities.

The British, for example, certainly by the 1740’s, were dis-

tinctly interested in the possibilities of revolution in the Spanish

colonies and, a little later, in Dutch and French possessions.

Typical evidence of this was the letter written in June, 1741, by
Admiral Edward Vernon to the English Admiralty urging “the

necessity of Great Britain undertaking the emancipation of the
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Spanish establishments in America in order to open their markets

to the merchants of London.” Again, the Corsican armed resist-

ance to French appropriation in the 1760’s was widely supported

in England with money being raised there for the rebels and with

the Government openly sympathetic towards them.

The mutual protection of subversive elements—Rousseau in

exile in England and Wilkes in France, in the 1760’s—was a

common occurrence and had purposes more of a diplomatic and

strategic nature than humanitarian.

In the mid- 17 60’s, as American discontent mounted, the idea

of supporting such discontent and guiding it in the direction

of independence reached the highest levels of the French gov-

ernment. In 1765 Choiseul, Foreign Minister of France, already

was weighing the wisdom of such a policy in terms of undoing

the British victory in the Peace of 1763.

Despite the fears of some Americans that French help in their

quarrel with England would result in America becoming a de-

pendency of France, and the fears of some Frenchmen that sup-

port to America would stimulate revolution at home and lead to

a costly and dangerous war with England, the fact is that as soon

as real resistance to Great Britain appeared, American contact

was made with France and encouragingly received.

At least as early as December, 1774, the French charge in

London reported to his superiors in Paris that American agents

had approached him and had raised the questions of an alliance

between France and America and of assistance from the former

to the latter. One month after George III, in August, 1775,

formally proclaimed the American colonies to be in rebellion, the

French Foreign Minister, Vergennes, dispatched a secret agent,

Bonvouloir, to America charged with assuring the rebels of two
things; France favored American independence; and France did

not desire to re-annex Canada.

In November, 1775, Congress established a Committee of

Secret Correspondence “for the sole purpose of corresponding

with our friends in Great Britain, Ireland, and other parts of the

world,” which marked the beginning of an organized effort at

conducting foreign affairs.^
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By December, 1775, Parliament announced a general boycott
of the rebellious colonies, seeking thus to interdict all trade with
them and bring the Americans to their knees. Foreign assistance
and alliances became of paramount consequence, and, that same
month, members of the Committee of Secret Correspondence
conferred with France’s secret agent—in the dead of night, arriv-

ing at a common destination separately and via different routes.

Preliminaries thus having been completed, in March, 1776,
Congress sent Silas Deane as its agent to Paris ( under the rather
transparent disguise of a “commercial gentleman”—unhappily an
ironically apt designation for Mr. Deane ) . In April, Congress
replied to Parliament’s interdiction of American trade by an-
nouncing the abolition of all the Trade Acts, throwing her ports
open to the ships of all the world, except Great Britain. This was
followed in May, 1776, with Deane’s first success, which re-

quired little urging on his part; the King of France decided on
a policy of assisting the rebels and directed that munitions to the
value of one million livres be sent to America—indirectly,

through a dummy corporation set up by Beaumarchais, author
of The Barber of Seville,” and ardent friend of the American
cause.

That brings us to the event already mentioned, namely,
Richard Henry Lee’s historic three-part motion in Congress on
June 7, 1776, the second point of which resolved that it was
expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for

forming foreign alliances.”

As we have also seen. Congress approved Adams’ draft of a
plan for alliances that followed Lee’s motion, and appointed
diplomatic commissioners. By December, 1776, one of these,

Benjamin Franklin, was already in Paris meeting informally
with the French Minister for Foreign Affairs.

By then it became a matter of the opportune moment for

France to announce her active support of the American cause.

That moment came when the news of Burgoyne’s surrender
(October 17, 1777) reached Paris on December 3, 1777. At
once the American Commissioners pressed their case upon the
French Foreign Office; on December 14, Vergennes assured the
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Americans that he favored recognition and open assistance to

their cause. All that remained was for Vergennes to gain the full

approval of the King.

Decisive in Vergennes’ argument to the King, in addition to

the fundamental tenet of French foreign policy—to weaken
England by assuring the colonies’ independence—was that

achieving some kind of binding alliance with the rising Western

power would redound to the future benefit of the King’s power.

And, Vergennes argued, if France did not seize this opportunity

of forging such an alliance, it might never have another. For, he

wrote the King, January 7, 1778:

We are informed that there is a numerous party in America
which is endeavoring to fix as a basis of the political system of

the new States that no engagement be contracted with the Euro-
pean powers.^ Dr. Franklin himself professes this dogma. Neces-
sity alone has prevented its being established; but so soon as

that ceases to exist, the insurgents, who will have asserted their

independence without our help, will think they do not need it

in order to maintain their independence. Then we shall be
without any bond with them, exposed to their avidity and per-

haps to their resentment.

Six days later the French Foreign Ministry drafted a full-scale

“memorandum” on the “Reasons for an Alliance with the Amer-
ican Colonies,” which may be accepted as a definitive expression

of that Power’s viewpoint. Here it was held that the American
contest obviously was of the greatest concern to France. In re-

gard to that contest “two courses only” were open to France;

either to abandon or to support the rebelling colonies.

The first course, abandonment, meant playing into the hands
of Great Britain, which, this memorandum accurately declared,

was in the process of developing a major effort at reconciliation

aimed at uniting with a nearly independent America in “a league

against the House of Bourbon.” Should this succeed, America
would become an enemy and would wrest from France (and
Spain) her possessions in the Western Hemisphere. This would
complete the work of 1763 and France would then become in-

deed a minor power.

If these be the probable results of the first course, “it follows,”
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continued the Memorandum, “that the glory, the dignity and
the essential interest of France demand that she stretch out her
hand to those States, and that their independence should be her
work. Adopting this, the second of only two alternatives, means
humiliating Great Britain, “our natural enemy,’’ and reducing
her might, ensuring our American possessions and extending our
own commerce and fisheries

j regaining our former premier
position in Europe.

It follows from an examination of these two alternatives that
France must choose to assist the Americans and see to it that
they establish independence. Such a choice means war; hence
France should at once enter into a treaty of alliance with the
Americans and mobilize for war, and she should do this even if

Spain does not see her way clear, at the moment, to join in such
a war. In the M^emorandum s closing words; “Thus France must
espouse the American cause, and use for that purpose all her
power, even if Spain should refuse to join her. . .

.”

^

By the time of the drafting of this Memorandum, French and
American officials were busy drawing up proposals for the im-
pending alliance. On February 6, 1778, formal treaties of alliance
and of commerce were signed by France and the United States,
to become effective upon ratification by Congress, a condition
fulfilled on May 4, 1778.

The Treaty of Alliance between France and the United States
provided that if war broke out between Great Britain and France,
during the existence of the then current war between Great
Britain and the United States, the two Powers having a common
enemy would make a common cause” and each would help the
other in every way and with all means “as becomes good and
faithful allies.” The Treaty declared in its second article that:
The essential and direct end of the present defensive alliance is

to maintain effectually the liberty, sovereignty, and independence
absolute and unlimited of the said United States, as well in
matters of government as of commerce.”

France agreed that if the United States succeeded in acquiring
Canada and Nova Scotia and the Bermudas, or any of them, she
would recognize and guarantee such acquisition. At the same
time France renounced “for ever the possession” of the Bermudas
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and of any part of North America which prior to the Treaty of

1763 or by the terms of that treaty was the property of Great

Britain or of the thirteen colonies. Both countries guaranteed

the present possessions of each other; -France reiterated her guar-

antee of the complete independence of the United States. Each
pledged not to “conclude either truce or peace with Great Britain,

without the formal consent of the other first obtained,” and each

promised not to make peace unless the treaty terminating the war
assured the independence of the United States.

The Treaty of Amity and Commerce between France and the

United States contained a “most favored nation” clause, that is,

each pledged the other “not to grant any particular favor to

other nations in respect of commerce and navigation, which shall

not immediately become common to the other Party.” Further,

it stipulated that as between the two signatories the principle of

“free ships, free goods” should apply.

At the same moment that these treaties were concluded, a

secret article was signed granting to Spain the right to accede to

either one or the other or to both of them, at any future time.

On March 13, 1778, the French Ambassador in London in-

formed the British government of France's recognition of the

United States and of the existence of a commercial treaty between
the two powers. A week later, Louis XVI formally received the

American Gommissioners. After Congressional ratification, in

May, of the treaties with France (done despite the strongest

British efforts at reconciliation), the outbreak of war between
Great Britain and France was merely a question of when the first

rounds would be fired; on June 17, 1778, British guns shelled

French ships.

The formal acceptance by the United States of foreign assist-

ance and intervention in their revolutionary struggle, especially

since this was intervention on the part of the traditional foe

(against whom Washington himself had borne arms but 15 years

before), was not done without grave qualms on the part of the

rebels. The Tories seized upon it as final proof of the complete
treachery and depravity of the rebels. In England it surely was
a severe blow to those who, having supported America in an
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internal, family affair, now saw America formally allied with
France in war upon England.

Yet, it was the North ministry and the Crown policy which
had forced the colonies to choose independence and, in order
to make good the choice, to ally themselves with France. Before
the North government had finished it was to succeed in bring-
ing Spain and Holland into war with England and inducing
practically all of the rest of Europe to join in a League of Armed
Neutrality aimed, in fact, against Great Britain.

Moreover, the English government itself had preceded the
Americans in bringing about foreign intervention in the Revo-
lutionary struggle. She had approached Frederick of Prussia and
Catherine of Russia and offered both very large sums of money
and the latter, additionally, colonial territory, if they would turn
over thousands of their soldiers to help subdue the Americans.
It was only because both rulers lost no love for England, and
because both feared revolutionary infection (especially from
those of the troops which might return) that each refused. In-
fluential also, in their thinking, though both confessed themselves
as sympathetic with the Americans, was the fact that mass up-
risings in Russia (the Pugachev Revolt) and in central Europe
(particularly Bohemia) had but recently been suppressed.
Some of the rulers of petty German principalities were in

greater need of money and felt themselves especially subordinate
to British desires. From these. Great Britain succeeded in pur-
chasing cannon-fodder with which to attempt to suppress Ameri-
can insolence.

Altogether Britain concluded treaties with various German
states, in 1776, for the purchase of about 30,000 troops. Because
of desertion and mutiny on the continent of Europe and illness

and death en route to America, a total of about 20,000 actually
fought against the rebels. This figure, however, is a very respect-
able one and demonstrates that foreign mercenaries constituted
an important segment of the “British” armies engaged in sup-
pressing the American Revolution.^

That the employment, under treaty, of German soldiers in the
conflict would justify the Americans in seeking foreign assistance
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was pointed out by the spokesmen for the numerous minority in

Parliament opposing the measure. Typical were the remarks

made in Parliament by David Hartley, in 1776, when the North

government presented the treaties for ratification

:

I call it a fatal measure, because when foreign powers are

once introduced in this dispute, all possibility of reconciliation

and return to our former connection is totally cut off. You have
given a justification to the Americans by your example, if you
call in the assistance of foreign powers. . . . When you have
set the example, you not only justify America in applying for

foreign aid; but every power whatever will think themselves at

liberty to take such part as may best suit their own convenience.

Ill

Spain’s declaration of war against England did not come until

June 21, 1779, more than a year after her ally, France, had
taken a similar stand. The wounds inflicted by England upon
France were fresher and more severe than those upon Spain.

Moreover, the Spanish empire in America was very much more
extensive and more significant to the power of Spain than was
true of the American holdings of France. Further, Spanish pos-

session of the western two-thirds of the United States, beginning

at the Mississippi, made that power a neighbor, with a long

common boundary, of the swiftly-growing, manifestly expanding,

and rambunctiously republican rebeldom.

Thus it is that Vergennes, in explaining to Montmorin, the

French Ambassador at Madrid, the position of Paris in allying

itself with America, and in attempting to persuade Spain to enter

the war, emphasized, in a letter dated October 30, 1778: “We
ask independence only for the thirteen states of America. . . .

We do not desire that a new republic shall arise which shall

become the exclusive mistress of this immense continent.”

Spain, in turn, had already made clear the basic reasons for

her extreme restraint in espousing the American cause. She

would, and did, invest a modest sum in that cause,^ hoping thus

to help embarrass England, but she hesitated to go further.

Grimaldi, the Spanish Foreign Minister, wrote February 4, 1777,
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that it was far from certain that the colonists would win—clearly
a reasonable view at that time—and that in any case: “The
rights of all sovereigns in their respective territories should be
extremely sacred, and the example of a rebellion is too dangerous
for His Majesty to sustain it openly.”

Spain s essential purpose, as that of France, was to increase its

own power at the expense of England’s. To realize this strategy
Spain adopted two main immediate aims: ( 1 ) recovering Gibral-
tar (taken from her, in 1713, by England); (2) driving Great
Britain away from the Gulf of Mexico. She had, of course, addi-
tional aims as the appropriation of Portugal and stimulating
rebellion in Ireland but the first two were held to be necessary.

Grimaldi, in putting forth, in 1776, Spain’s program to Ver-
gennes added as axiomatic that, “One does not make war except
to preserve one’s own possessions or to acquire those of others.”
Vergennes replied that of course “one makes wars only to make
gains, but that, at the same time, objectives had to be carefully
selected in terms of which were more certainly realizable than
others, which would bring more gains and develop less hostility,
etc. Thus, he thought, to be specific, that Spain’s acquisition of
Portupl “would be alarming to all rulers interested in preserv-
ing a just balance.” On the other hand, an enemy’s loss was one’s
own gain, and he urged that France and Spain “should regard
it as a great gain to lower the power of England”; surely to
separate the colonies in North America from England “will
render that power less unquiet and less haughty.”

Yet Spain s fear of revolutionary infection and of American
domination of the Mississippi Valley and of the northern shore
of the Gulf of Mexico was enough to keep her exceedingly wary
of war upon England, late in declaring such war, and careful,
in making the declaration, not to recognize the United States,
let alone ally herself with the new power.

This policy was pursued despite the large concessions made by
the rebels. Thus, Congress by resolution in December, 1776, had
agreed that in return for Spanish assistance, America would aid
Spain to recover the port of Pensacola. Three months later, the
American Commissioners in Europe went even further than
Vergennes (having less interest in the European balance of
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power) and proposed that Spain undertake, with American ap-

proval, the conquest of Portugal. And, early in 1779, when
Spain’s declaration of war was impending, the Americans even
offered to waive their country’s claim to the right of navigation

on the Mississippi in exchange for recognition.

Meanwhile, as the Spanish court was moving towards war
against England, Paris and Madrid signed the preparatory Con-
vention of Aranjuez (April 12, 1779) which, unbeknown to the

Americans, pledged the two Crowns not to make peace with

England until Spain had gotten back Gibraltar. Since France and
the United States, in their treaty of alliance, signed a year before,

had agreed that neither would make peace without the prior

knowledge and consent of the other, France in the Aranjuez
agreement was unilaterally and secretly tying America to the

continuation of war against England until Spain had regained

Gibraltar—and simultaneously Spain persisted in her refusal even
to recognize the United States

!

Spain and England were at war but a few months when in

1780 representatives from each Power met for secret discussions.

Spain at once made clear her desire for some kind of stalemate

in America which would result in a weakened Great Britain and
a hemmed-in new Republic. She urged termination of the Amer-
ican War on the principle of uti possidetis, i.e., the belligerents

holding what they, at the termination of fighting, actually did
hold. Had this been implemented it would have meant that

Great Britain would have retained Maine, New York City, all

of Long Island, and practically every port south of Virginia;

moreover, Spain did not insist on the independence of the

colonies.

Needless to say, nothing would have persuaded the rebels to

accept such an agreement, but that Spain seriously considered it,

prepares one for her position two years later, when peace nego-
tiations were formally under way. Ffere, Spanish policy, as Frank-
lin wrote to Livingston on April 12, 1782, was “to coop us up,”
if possible east of the Appalachians. Spain actively sought to keep
the Americans out of the Alabama country, north of West
Florida, out of the entire Ohio Valley, and out of the Illinois

country, while retaining for herself, of course, complete control
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of navigation on the Mississippi. It seems clear, also, that France
supported this position.

At the same tirne, it is necessary to note, the suspicions of the
Amencan Commissioners, especially of John Jay and John
Adams, had been thoroughly aroused. Jay, who had spent two
fruitless years (1778-80) as American representative in Madrid,
actually urged upon an English diplomat in 1782 that the British
take West Florida by arms from the Spanish, though, the diplo-
mat reported to his Foreign Office, Jay “earnestly begs that it

may not be known that he advised it.”

In considering Revolutionary diplomacy and Spain, it is nec-
essary to bear in mind the Spanish colonial empire in America.
Certainly, the American Revolution had a profound impact upon
that empire; an eventuality foreseen by the Spanish rulers, and
one which, to minimize or overcome, occupied much of their
time.

,

impact of the American Revolution upon Spanish-
America was direct, in terms of an inspiring example. This was
intensified by the fact that though Spain was not allied to the
American rebels, she was at war with the enemy of those rebels.
That war itself created grave financial and political problems
for Spain which served further to intensify the Revolution’s
significance for South America. Furthermore, the whole shift in
British commercial policy, furthered by the American Revolution,
served to increase, in British eyes, the importance of Spanish-
American trade; thus Spain’s efforts to monopolize that trade
met intensified English opposition. This opposition took as one
of its forms, active English assistance to revolutionary movements
in the Spanish colonial world.

IV

The Netherlands, at a low point of political and cultural prestige,
were tom between factions among their mling class who favored'
on the one hand, a pro-British and, on the other, a pro-French
orientation. The dominant line turned into one desiring neutrality
and the protection of the rights of neutrals, which, given Eng-
land’s position, became in fact an anti-British “neutrality.”
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From this position the Dutch hoped to rebuild their merchant

marine, increase their commerce and replenish their tills. Be-

cause of this the Netherlands rejected an urgent English request

for the purchase of 6,000 soldiers, and did in fact push the de-

velopment of a fabulously lucrative trade with the rebels, center-

ing upon the Dutch West Indian isle of St. Eustatius.

This trade, plus Dutch participation in the League for Armed
Neutrality, and the rich booty represented by Dutch holdings in

Asia, led England to declare war upon the Netherlands in

December, 1780.

The war was disastrous for the Dutch, with the English de-

stroying much of their shipping (including 130 ships, captured

by Admiral Rodney when he took St. Eustatius) and inflicting

heavy blows upon Dutch influence in India and the East Indies.^

But, at the same time, Dutch participation was quite helpful to

the American rebels. This was true not only because of trade,

but also because of important loans successfully negotiated by a

resident of Holland, Charles W. F. Dumas, and by John Adams.

In 1782, the Netherlands became the second nation to recog-

nize the United States and to enter into a treaty of amity and

commerce with the new republic.

The powers of Europe, other than those actually at war with

England, also presented a generally hostile attitude towards Great

Britain. This took organized form in the League for Armed
Neutrality, begun in 1780 at the initiative, very largely, of

France, the Netherlands, and Russia. The position represented

by this League was the position urged, as early as 1776, by the

rebel American Congress. It was also explicitly agreed to, as we
have already noted, in the 1778 alliance between France and the

United States.

The point is that for centuries Great Britain had insisted, and

had enforced her insistence, that enemy goods aboard neutral

ships were subject to seizure and confiscation by the navies of

the belligerent powers. What this meant specifically in the case

of the American Revolution was that American goods (or later,

French, Dutch, and Spanish) aboard the vessel of a neutral

power was legal prize if taken on the high seas by the British
;
the

neutrality of the vessel did not protect its cargo. Obviously, this
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policy was made to order for the interests of a dominating mari-
time power, that is, for Great Britain.

From the beginning, the rebel colonies tried to overthrow this
conception of marine law. Vergennes was exceedingly anxious
also, of course, to deal an additional blow by not only helping to
free England s colonies, but also by undermining a legal bulwark
of England’s sea mastery.

As the fighting of the American Revolution enveloped France
and Spain, the British interpretation of international maritime
law became more and more onerous and costly to the neutral
European powers. With the active diplomatic encouragement O'f

Vergennes and Franklin, the first actual move was made hi'

Catherine of Russia. This monarch ordered an intensive stud'r
of the subject early in 1780, and then instructed T. F. Opinu?.
a distinguished Russian scientist, to draw up a plan overcominr
England’s special advantage.

This plan became the League for Armed Neutrality and was
first presented by Catherine, in March, 1780, to Denmark and
Sweden for their agreement. The plan carefully defined contra-
band goods in terms of goods actually and directly of a weapon-
like or war-making character. It then went on to declare that all

other cargo carried in neutral ships (“free ships”) though be-
longing to an enemy power was not to be subject to seizure by a
belligerent {i.e., was to be “free goods”). Further, it denounced
the English practice of “paper blockade,” whereby Great Britain
would simply declare the ports of her enemy, in wartime, to be
blockaded, while in fact they might not be at all physically
invested. To be effective, declared this document, a blockade
must be actually and physically in existence, so that entry would
be dangerous.

The plan called for the agreement of its signatories to enforce
its^ provisions with arms, that is, to resist violations of it by the
British Navy. Hence, the somewhat paradoxical designation.
Armed Neutrality.” Before the war against the colonies was

formally ended by the Treaty of Paris, this League had been
joined by Russia, Denmark, Sweden, Holland, Prussia, the
Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, the Kingdom of the Two-
Sicilies and Portugal.
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There is some doubt as to the extent of the contribution this

League made to the winning of American independence. There
is no doubt at all that it did serve to complete the diplomatic
isolation of Great Britain from Europe and thus stimulated her
to give up the American effort.

It is clear also that it is the American Revolution, and the
League for Armed Neutrality that grew out of it, which led to
the enunciation of a principle since recognized as international
maritime law.

V
There is another feature of the diplomacy of the American
Revolution that demands attention. This is the unprecedented
role that European (including English) public opinion played
in influencing its course.

Jacques Necker, finance minister of Louis XVI, described this

new force as ‘‘that invisible power which without treasure, with-
out guards, and without arms, imposes its laws on the city, on
the court, and even in the palaces of kings.”

Insistence upon the right, duty and justice of man to govern
himself, and the possibility thereby of creating a better life for
humanity on earth, was of the essence of the Enlightenment. To
the contemporaries of the Enlightenment, the American Revolu-
tion seemed its very embodiment; hence its cause was held to
be sacred.

For this was Franklin beloved. He was The American—the
one who, as Turgot said, had taken lightning from the heavens
and scepters from tyrants, each equally releasing the potentiali-
ties of humankind. It was Franklin who wrote, in a letter dated
Paris, May 1, 1777: “All Europe is on our side of the question;
as far as applause and good wishes can carry them. . . . ’tis a
common observation here, that our cause is the cause of all Man-
kind, and that we are fighting for their liberty in defending our
own. Franklin, as the Child of his Age, thoroughly agreed

:

“
’Tis a glorious task assign’d us by Providence; which has, I

trust, given us spirit and virtue equal to it, and will at last crown
it with success.”
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The young Lafayette wrote his wife from the New World, in
June, 1777: “The happiness of America is linked to the happi-
ness of all humanity; she will become the sure asylum of virtue,
honesty, tolerance, equality and a peaceful liberty.” A year later’
the mature Turgot, one of Louis’ ministers least enthusiastic
about his master’s American policy, nevertheless said of the
Americans: “This people is the hope of the human race.”
The zeal of the people of France for the American cause is

universally acknowledged, but historians have tended to deny
that such sympathies were widespread elsewhere in Europe. Thus
Samuel Flagg Bemis writes: “Outside of France there was little
general sympathetic interest for the cause of the American Revo-
lution, and this little was of a passive, academic kind.” Despite
the acknowledged expertness of Bemis in diplomacy history, the
evidence indicates that in this instance he is not correct.

Indeed, in his own work. Professor Bemis noted the “sympa-
thetic enthusiasm among liberals” in Denmark, Norway, Sweden,
and the German states. The Foreign Minister of Denmark, in
October, 1776, put the matter more strongly: “The public here
is greatly taken by the [American] rebels, not because of any
knowledge of their cause, but because the independence mania
has really infected everybody, and because this poison spreads
imperceptibly from the works of philosophers even into the village
schools.”

^

Professor Bemis asserts that the American Revolution “evoked
no popular interest or sympathy at all” in the Netherlands, but
in this he clearly exaggerates.” ^ While it is true that the 18th
century is a period of decline for the Dutch Republic, with no
sign of a Voltaire or Rousseau or Montesquieu, and while it is
true that Franklin himself wrote that “Holland . . . does not
seem to feel for us, or to have the least inclination to help us,” it

is also true that Charles W. F. Dumas and Joan Derk van der
Capellen did find some response in Holland for their efforts to
develop pro-American feeling. Moreover, Franklin was prema-
ture in believing the Dutch had no inclination to help, because as
leaders in the Armed Neutrality movement, as providers of credit
second only to France, in their trade, in active belligerency against
England, and in early recognition of the United States—in all
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these respects, Dutch help was momentous for the new Republic.

Literature sympathetic to the American cause found a rela-

tively wide audience in the Netherlands; notable was the fact

that Richard Price’s 1776 pamphlet- was issued in Rotterdam, in

French, and in Leyden, in two editions, translated into Dutch by
van der Capellen.

The impact of the Revolution among the European intelli-

gentsia was profound. It had, for example, great influence upon
the Russian, Alexander Radishchev. Again, at the conclusion of

Faust, Goethe’s hero gains salvation “in wresting from the sea

a free country for a free people,” by which he unquestionably
meant the new American republic. Paul G. Weber, in his study
of America in Imaginative German Literature (1926), wrote:

The poets of Storm and Stress, such as Klinger and Lenz,
were influenced by the revolt of the colonies. Schiller, Herder,
Wieland, Voss, Leopold von Stolberg, Schubart, Klopstock,
Gleim and others exalted in the glory of Franklin and Washing-
ton, denounced the disgraceful soldier-traffic of German princes,
and strongly supported the liberal aspirations of the Americans.

Perhaps the most dramatic manifestation of the Revolution’s

impact upon European contemporaries was the large-scale volun-
teering for service against the British. Much of this was the result

of conventional professional military conduct of that time; much
of it sprang out of state policy directed against England. But
some of it, surely, derived from a feeling of sympathy for the
liberating essence of the American effort. Among the best known
of^ese volunteers were Lafayette,, DuportaCArmand, Rocham-
Beau from France; Kalb aThd Steuben from Germany; Kosciusko
and Pulaski from Poland; Bille and Hauch from Denmark; von
Fersen and von Stedingk from Sweden, and Kovats from
Hungary.

Necker’s “invisible power” was overwhelmingly on the side of

the Americans. This was of the greatest consequence in the win-
ning of independence, both on the battlefield and around the
table of diplomacy. Franklin’s “cause of all mankind” could be
betrayed or thwarted or opposed only at the gravest peril. It was
as though the great principles of the Age of Reason had come
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to life in the Republic of the New World; to combat her was
to oppose them.

Condorcet, great French philosopher, published anonymously
in Amsterdam in 1786 a study of the Influence of the American
Revolution on Europe. First in this influence he placed the fact
that it was not enough that the ideas of Enlightenment penetrate
“the hearts of virtuous men.” More was needed: “It is necessary
that the poor and ignorant man be able to read them in the
example of a great people. This was what the American Revo-
lution had done, wrote Condorcet

:

^

America has given us this example. The act which declared
Its independence is a simple and sublime exposition of these
rights so sacred and so long forgotten. . . . The spectacle of a
great people where the rights of man are respected is useful to
all others, despite differences of climate, of customs, and of
constitutions.

By the year 1781, it was becoming clear to all in England but
the wilfully blind (unfortunately the latter included the insane
George III) that the Americans had accomplished, what six
years before seemed so unlikely—they had fought their way to
independence. England now was at war with France, Spain and
Holland, the Armed Neutrality further isolated her; and an
American Revolutionary Army still held the field, intact and
unconquered.

In May, 1781, Pensacola fell to the Spanish, and while three
months later Rodney took St. Eustatius, this was followed by the
surrender at Yorktown in October, 1781; in November, the
French captured San M^artin and re-took St. Eustatius.
The next year opened with a series of defeats. In January, the

French took Demarrara and Monserrat; in February, they seized
San Cristobol and Nevis, while Minorca became Spain’s prize.
George III, in his mad stubbornness, stood very nearly alone now
in his desire that the war against America go on. Without a divi-
sion, the House of Commons adopted the resolution moved by
General Conway, March 4, 1782, that peace should be concluded
with America, and that any one who advised or attempted the
further prosecution of that war was an enemy of Great Britain,.
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VI

With this, the government of Lord North collapsed, to be suc-

ceeded, March 22, by a Whig government. At its head was the

same Rockingham responsible, 17 years earlier, for the repeal of

the Stamp Act. In April, 1782, a more nearly independent Parlia-

ment was granted Ireland, Holland announced its recognition of

the United States, and Shelburne—in charge of colonial affairs

sent an agent, the pro-American Whig merchant, Richard Os-

wald, to hold conversations in Paris with Benjamin Franklin.

At the same time that Oswald was being sent to Paris, the

British Admiral Rodney was administering a severe defeat to a

major French fleet off the West Indies. This victory, won on

April 12, 1782, became known to London on May 18, and

helped stiffen the spines of British diplomats. The retrieving of

salvation at the brink of disaster, indicated in Rodney’s triumph,

was further advanced with the announcement, October 13, 1782,

that the months-long Spanish seige of Gibraltar had been pierced

and that the fortress was relieved.

Yet the matter at hand—an acknowledgment of American

independence and the achieving of terms of settlement with the

new State—was pressing. That this required the immediate atten-

tion of British diplomacy was brought home sharply to London

with the announcement, in October, 1782, that the Netherlands

had signed a treaty of amity and commerce with the United

States.

On November 30, 1782, preliminary articles of peace were

signed in Paris by the American and British negotiators. It was

agreed that these were to remain preliminary until peace was

agreed upon by France and Great Britain—accomplished Janu-

ary 20, 1783, at which time hostilities between the United States

and Great Britain officially ceased. Then, following negotiations

between Spain and England, and Holland and England,® defini-

tive articles of peace were concluded and formally signed, as the

Treaty of Paris, by plenipotentiaries of the United States and

Great Britain on September 3, 1783.

Article I of this most momentous Treaty makes explicit the
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British King’s recognition that the United States—the thirteen

states from New Hampshire to Georgia are named—is “free,

sovereign and independent.” The second article specifies the

boundaries of the United States, given approximately as they are

today in the North, then as far west as the Mississippi, thence

down and across as far south as the southern border of Georgia.

The extensiveness of these boundaries was granted by the

British despite Spanish urging (and French agreement) that the

United States be confined as close to the Appalachians as

possible. The British had no desire, however, to accommodate

either Spain or France; and they were anxious to build up, for

the future, American good-will. Moreover, there was some feel-

ing among British leaders that giving the Americans a great deal

of territory would compound their governing problems, exacer-

bate differences between North and South, and the tidal and

mountain areas, and possibly hasten the cracking of the unity of

the new nation. In addition, some felt that extending the area of

the United States would assure its remaining overwhelming

agricultural for, to quote Franklin, “while there is land enough

in America for our people, there can never be manufactures to

any amount or value.” Obviously, to inhibit the growth of in-

dustry in the United States appealed to leading British statesmen.

One of the noteworthy features in the British agreement to

American possession of the West, was that this entailed betrayal

of Indian allies, who had fought very effectively. The fact is that

much of this territory was in the actual possession of neither the

United States nor Great Britain, but rather of the Indians who

had come out on top in the prolonged military conflict during

the Revolutionary years. Randolph Downes, who examined this

question with the greatest care, wrote

:

The student of frontier affairs should be clearly aware of that

great paradox of 1783, the acquisition by a nation whose armies

had been continually beaten, of lands whose Indian inhabitants

had successfully defended them against that nation. • • •

Almost at the lowest level of effectiveness of its Indian policy,

the United States was presented with victory in the shape of

new boundaries that included the very lands that the Indians
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had just successfully defended. The vanquished had become the

victors.

Making good this “victory” was to dominate American mili-

tary history during the first decades of the Republic’s history.

Article III, insisted upon especially by John Adams, granted

the United States right to participate in the very lucrative fishing

industry connected with Newfoundland, Labrador and Nova

Scotia.

The British granted these fishing rights to the Americans de-

spite the fact that the French, secretly, .had urged them not to

favor their ally in this manner. France wanted to gain at Ameri-

can expense; Great Britain, faced with the necessity of making

the grant, divided it among the French and Americans, hoping

thus to split them and also, by magnanimity to the Americans, to

overcome some of the hostility bom of the war.

The fourth article stipulated that “creditors on either side

shall meet with no lawful impediment to the recovery of the full

value in sterling money, of all bona fide debts heretofore con-

tracted.” This was one of the two main demands of the British

negotiators and had reference, mainly, to the many millions of

dollars owed British merchants, especially by Southern planters,

prior to the war. The debts had been repudiated and voided by

State action during the Revolution
;

despite this Article the

greatest part of them remained uncollected.

The second of the demands most insistently made by the

British diplomats was met in the fifth article of the treaty. This

had to do with the restitution of the property of Tories confis-

cated by the revolutionary State governments. Given the Fed-

eral nature of the United States government, exceedingly loose

under the Confederation, the Article provided only that “It is

agreed that the Congress shall earnestly recommend it to the legis-

latures of the respective States, to provide for the restitution” of

all confiscated property. Congress did “recommend” repeatedly,

but restitution was never forthcoming.

Article VI provided for the cessation of all future confiscations

and prosecutions as the result of participation in or activity dur-

ing the War, and the amnestying of all civilian war-prisoners.

The Seventh Article provided for the release of all military
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prisoners, and the withdrawal of British forces
—

'^without causing
any destruction, or carrying away any Negroes or other property
of the American inhabitants”—from the United States, including
every post, place and harbour within the same”

;
all this to be

done ‘‘with all convenient speed.” ^

The last significant article in this treaty was the eighth, in
which both signatories agreed that “the navigation of the river
Mississippi, from its source to the ocean, shall forever remain free
and open to the subjects of Great Britain, and the citizens of the
United States. Since, however, neither of the two signatories
controlled the Mississippi at its southern extremity, held by Spain,
the provision was not as meaningful as it appeared. Neither, how-
ever, was it meaningless, for there had been considerable pressure
from Spain to get England to acquiesce in Spain’s right to con-
trol navigation on the river, especially at New Orleans. When, in

1780, Spain had made clear her fears that the United States
would threaten her supremacy in the Gulf of Mexico, and had
therefore proposed American recognition of this supremacy, in-
cluding control of the Mississippi, hinting this would bring more
active Spanish aid, Franklin had rejected the proposal at once.
Writing to Jay, October 2, 1780, Franklin declared: “Poor as we
are, yet as I know we shall be rich, I would rather agree with
them to buy at a great price the whole of their right on the
Mississippi than sell a drop of its waters. A neighbour might as
well ask me to sell my street door.”

The eighth article of the Treaty, then, makes clear American
opposition to Spanish claims of a monopoly of navigation on the
Mississippi, and British support for that opposition. It does not,
of course, resolve the problem of these Spanish claims; such reso-

lution was to be a chief task in the diplomacy of the young
Republic.

VII

In the diplomacy of the settlement, a brief treatment of the role

of British Intelligence is necessary. William Eden, later Ford
Auckland, serving as an Under-Secretary in the British Cabinet,
actually was in charge of Intelligence. His right-hand man, so
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far as American affairs were concerned, was Paul Wentworth

—

originally from New Hampshire—living in London and posing

as a warm friend of the American cause.

British Intelligence had considerable success, notable even for

this fabled service, in gaining access to the negotiations of Ameri-
can diplomatic officers in Paris. Note has already been taken of

the fact that Dr. Edward Bancroft, Franklin’s confidential secre-

tary, was a British agent. Mention has been made, also, of the

role of Captain Hynson, courier for the American diplomatic

mission, who was in the pay of the British and turned over to

Eden’s office the contents of the mission’s messages meant only

for the eyes of Congress. We have pointed out, too, that Arthur
Lee’s personal secretary. Major Thornton, was likewise a British

spy.

Edward Carmichael, secretary to Silas Deane, was still another

British agent. It is known now that six of the clerks hired by
Arthur Lee in the course of his few years of service in Paris, were
British agents, while Hezekiah Ford, who succeeded Thornton
as Lee’s secretary, and Thomas Digges, Lee’s confidential agent,

were also spies

!

So far as the records show, the only possibly consequential re-

sult of the prodigious and expensive labors of these numerous
spies and agents came from France’s dispatch of Edward Ban-
croft, at Franklin’s recommendation, to Ireland to offer guidance
as to the advisability of a French invasion there. Bancroft, of

course, advised against such an attempt and this does appear to

have played some part in the French decision not to undertake
the effort.

Although the British Foreign Office knew what the minimum
and maximum demands of the Americans were, knew of internal

differences among them, and probably were very well informed
concerning American negotiations, agreements and jealousies

relative to France, Spain and Holland, there is no available evi-

dence demonstrating that such knowledge actually determined
any feature of the final Treaty.
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VIII

There is a considerable literature revolving around the question
of why the British agreed to a boundary settlement which was so
favorable to the Americans, especially in the Great Lakes region,
included in the boundaries of Quebec after the Act of 1774. We
think there were six major considerations, each reinforcing the
other, which explain this result. First stands the fact that after
fighting from 1775 through 1781 the British were further than
ever frorn having subdued the Americans. Again, by the time the
diplomatic groundwork for peace with the Americans was being
laid. Great Britain found herself in an exceedingly isolated and
disadvantageous position in the European power game. Third, by
the early 1780 s the majority of all classes of Englishmen were
insisting that peace be made and on that basis the North Gov-
ernment had been forced to resign. Fourth, there was a very
strong desire among the Whigs who succeeded North to salvage
something from the Tory wreckage by developing a policy which
would win American friendship. Fifth, there was great anxiety in
the British Foreign Office that America be drawn out of the orbit
of French influence and, if possible, that enmity between France
and the United States be developed. And sixth, the Treaty of
1783 came as the British Government was replacing its whole
original conception of colonialism from one which stressed English
conquest and settlement to one which stressed English conquest
and penetration and domination, but not settlement.

In the negotiations themselves, the American nation was
superbly served by three distinguished men who complemented
each other extremely well : Franklin, John Adams and John Jay.
And they met, as the British plenipotentiary, David Hartley, a
Whig member of Parliament, who had won renown as a pas-
sionate advocate of the justice of the Americans’ cause. Franklin
in particular never let Hartley forget the latter fact and it did
not serve to stiffen England’s resistance to American proposals.

IX

The question of whether or not the American negotiators de-
ceived the French and violated the 1778 treaty in dealing sepa-
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rately with the British needs some consideration. It is clear that

in conducting these negotiations unilaterally, the Americans were

violating express provisions of the Alliance. They were, indeed,

violating the express instructions of the Congress of the United

States.

Congress, on June 15, 1781, agreed to new instructions for its

Commissioners in Europe, which directed them to accept the

proffered mediation of the Russian Czarina and the Austrian

Emperor, and to place full and complete reliance on the Ministers

of the French King—“to undertake nothing in the negotiations

for peace or truce without their knowledge and concurrence,”

and to be governed finally “by their advice and opinion.”

This Resolution, coming at a low point in the military fortunes

of the Americans (preceding Yorktown by several months) no

doubt represented the honest view of a majority of Congress. Yet

it is important to bear in mind that French representatives in the

United States used every possible means to influence Congres-

sional policy. Very soon after arriving in the United States,

Gerard, the French Minister, wrote to the French Foreign

Minister (August 12, 1778) : “Personal disinterestedness and

pecuniary probity do not illustrate the birth of the American

Republic. . . . The spirit of mercantile cupidity forms, perhaps,

one of the distinctive characteristics of the Americans.”

The researches of Arthur B. Darling and John J. Meng have

been noteworthy in uncovering the details of what Professor

Bailey described as “the extraordinary amount of French intrigue

among the factions in Congress to influence American decisions

in line with French interests.” Certainly one of the greatest

triumphs of this intrigue was the Resolution of June 15, 1781.

Happily, however. Great Britain was not prepared to accept the

Russian and Austrian offers of mediation, and the American

Commissioners on the spot were far too suspicious of the inten-

tions of France (and Spain) to permit themselves to be bound
by the advice of her Ministers. A typical reaction among the

Commissioners to this Congressional Resolution was that which

John Adams entered into his diary, after he and his colleagues

had decided to ignore it

:
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Congress surrendered their own sovereignty into the hands of
a French minister. Blush! blush! ye guilty records! blush and
perish! It is glory to have broken such infamous orders. In-
famous, I say for so they will be to all posterity. How can such
a stain be washed out? Can we cast a veil over it and forget it?

As for the French themselves, it is to be noted that while the

American negotiations with England were begun unilaterally

and the results were not conveyed to Vergennes until they were
concluded, it is also a fact that the preliminary treaty contained
a clause that suspended its provisions pending peace between
England and France. It is also to be recalled, as already pointed
out, that France had violated the 1778 Treaty in her agree-

ment with Spain in 1779, when she pledged not to make peace
with England until Gibraltar had fallen to Spain. This entered

into, without American knowledge, after the United States had
bound herself not to make peace with England until France did,

would appear surely to have relieved the United States of such
obligation.

In any case, the American Commissioners had had, as we have
seen, very good reasons to suspect the amity and fraternal regard

of both France and Spain by the time 1781 drew to a close.

England, on the other hand, especially with the disasters that fell

upon her beginning with Yorktown, jumped at the chance of

negotiating with the Americans apart from the French.

Actually, Vergennes was not displeased with the American
initiative. It would help relieve him from the pledge of fighting

until Gibraltar was Spanish, which by the end of 1782 seemed
something for the very distant future. It was, indeed, a full two
weeks after Franklin broke the news of the Preliminary Treaty

to Vergennes, that the Frenchman protested, and the protest,

while sharp, was still formal and did not remotely resemble a

break in relations. Indeed, Franklin in replying to Vergennes,

December 17, 1782, italicized this sentence: ''The English, I just

now learn, flatter themselves they have already divided usf^ And,
continued the Old Master, “I hope this little misunderstanding

will therefore be kept a secret, and that they will find themselves

totally mistaken.” To convince himself that they were totally
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mistaken, Franklin, in this same letter, asked Vergennes to ar-

range a new French loan for the United States—and in a short

time, another six million livres were placed to the credit of the

new nation!

With the Treaty of Paris, the last obstacle was gone to the actual

existence of an independent United States of America. Now, by
1783, four powers—France, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Great
Britain—recognized that existence.

But how permanent were to be what a British novelist, Richard
Graves, referred to in a book published in 1786, as “the Utopian
states of America”? The upstart Republic, cursed of Kings and
Lords, “the cause of all Mankind,” was launched under auspi-

cious conditions—a continent of fabulous riches before her, an
ocean separating her from the jealousies and assaults of Europe.
If the cause could take root anywhere and survive anywhere, it

would be in America.

When the 72-year old Franklin and the 84-year old Voltaire

were presented to each other before the Paris Academy of

Sciences in 1778, the assembled savants stormed and cheered
while Solon and Sophocles embraced and kissed and wept. The
tears and cheers reflected the hopes of the Age of Enlightenment
that it might yet come into its own. The United States of America
was the national embodiment of that international aspiration.



Chapter XIII

The Negro in the

Revolution

O F THE TOTAL population in the rebel-
lious colonies, approximately 20 per cent, some 600,000 people,
were Negroes. The vast majority of this number, perhaps 550,000,
were slaves, overwhelmingly concentrated in the area from
Maryland to Georgia.

In sheer numbers, absolutely and relatively, then, it is apparent
that the Negro population constituted a very significant com-
ponent of the American nation at its birth time. As property, too,
the slaves came to a total assessed value of something like a
quarter of a billion dollars, a very considerable slice of the total

national wealth and of the capital investment in the revolution-
torn country.

Further, in terms of the economy, while the slaves numbered
20 per cent of the whole population, they constituted a larger
proportion of the country’s productive workers since slaves began
work at about nine years of age, kept working so long as they
could physically, and since practically all women among the slaves
were workers. In terms of productivity, then, the Negro people
were of the greatest consequence quite early in American history.

Already, too, their presence and their particularly oppressed status
were of fundamental consequence in the life and economy of the
South—a region fully recognizable as such by the time of the
Revolution and one taking on special features because, in large
part, of the concentration therein of the “peculiar institution.”

207
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The Negro in the Revolution requires examination from sev-

eral aspects. There is, first of all, the incongruity of a revolution

whose banners herald “Liberty or Death” and whose borders

contain over half a million slaves. The impact of this upon the

minds of contemporary white Americans needs analysis; and so

does its impact upon the institutions and laws of the rebellious

states.

The military results of the existence of slavery require some

notice: What this meant to the American effort; what it induced

from the British.

The Revolution’s effect upon the Negro masses demands close

examination : In what way did these hundreds of thousands react

to the tremendous events going on about them, revolving as they

did around provocative questions of liberty or tyranny?

I

As concerns the Negro, dominant white thought in the America

of the 18th century was deeply racist. Montesquieu, in The Spirit

of the Laws (Book XV, section 5) wrote “Of the Slavery of the

Negroes” and ironically summed up the content of this racism:

“It is impossible for us to suppose these creatures to be men,

because, allowing them to be men, a suspicion would follow that

we ourselves are not Christians.”

Irony aside, Negroes were widely believed to be sub-human,

or, if of the human species, surely an innately inferior component

thereof. If one asked, wrote a contemporary in Delaware, “Why
the Negroes were born slaves . . . more than others?” The reply

was clear: “And may you not as well ask why the Buzzards are

obliged to eat nothing but carrion. . . ? Nature answers by say-

ing it was necessary and therefore she has fitted them for it and

made it their delight.”

It is a testimony to the deep-going impact of the revolutionary

struggle that it delivered telling blows against the system of Negro
slavery despite the prevalence and intensity of this racist ideology.

The anti-slavery feature of the Revolutionary movement was

anxiously watched and, where possible, aided by the Negro

people themselves.
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In some of the pre-Revolutionary literature, notice is taken

of the inconsistency in struggling for political and economic

freedom while holding hundreds of thousands in chains. This

may be found, for example, in the writings of James Otis who,

in his Rights of the British Colonies (1764) denounced slavery,

affirmed the Negro’s inalienable right to freedom, and, by clear

implication, even upheld the slave’s right to rebel against his

owner.

Some of the later writings became even more bold, as the

Reverend Isaac Skillman’s Oration upon the Beauties of Liberty

(1772), which demanded the immediate abolition of slavery. In

this work, its author went as far as Abolitionist literature was ever

to go, for he affirmed the slave’s right to rebel since that would
conform “to the laws of nature.”

These same years witnessed the anti-slavery work of Anthony
Benezet, and of such figures as Benjamin Franklin and Ben-

jamin Rush. As a sign of the times is to be noted the fact that

some addresses delivered at the 1773 commencement in Harvard

were concerned with “the legality of enslaving the Africans.”

Similar sentiments were expressed by Abigail Adams when she

told her distinguished husband, John—upon the discovery of a

slave plot in Boston, in September, 1774—that “it always ap-

peared a most iniquitous scheme to me to fight ourselves for what
we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as

good a right to freedom as we have.”

The first article Thomas Paine wrote for publication was en-

titled “African Slavery in America.” It appeared in a Philadel-

phia newspaper of March 8, 1775; it demanded that slavery be

abolished and that the freedmen be given land, so that they

would have not only personal liberty but also the means of earn-

ing a livelihood.

During the years of actual fighting, the opposition to slavery,

among white people, intensified and frequently found expression

in organized form and in legal enactment. Religious groups, as

the Moravians, Baptists, Methodists, and particularly the Quakers

made decided advances in anti-slavery opinion and action. In-

deed, of the Quakers it may be said that they had generally

eliminated slave-trading and slaveholding from their own ranks
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by about 1785. Early in the 1780’s some American Quakers,
perhaps inspired by the activities of English Friends, undertook
to obtain anti-slavery actions from the Confederation Congress.
Outstanding was David Cooper, of New Jersey, who published in

1783 A Serious Address to the Rulers of America on the In-
consistency of their Conduct respecting Slavery, wherein he col-

lected ‘hhe most striking statements of Congress in favor of

liberty, with parts of the Constitutions of some of the American
states on the same subject, contrasted by the idea of tolerating

slavery.” This seems to have been preparatory to a memorial pre-

sented to Congress, in the fail of 1783, urging the outlawry of

the slave-trade, and signed by 535 members of the Society of

Friends in Pennsylvania and New Jersey.

By 1775 the first Society for Promoting the Abolition of

Slavery was established in Philadelphia, and others soon ap-
peared, as one in New York in 1785 and in Delaware in 1788.
These groups, generally favoring a gradual emancipationist line,

included, but by no means were confined to Quakers.
Representations against slavery to governmental bodies of

individual colonies and states had been made during the pre-

Revolutionary agitation, and increased also, during the Revolu-
tion. For example, in 1770, several petitions urging the end of
slavery were received by the Connecticut legislature, which the
next year forbade the slave trade. The New Jersey Assembly also

received in 1773 anti-slavery petitions from groups of citizens in
six counties.

In 1774 a memorial was presented to the Massachusetts Provin-
cial Congress “purporting the propriety, that while we are at-

tempting to free ourselves from our present embarrassments, and
preserve ourselves from slavery, that we also take into considera-
tion the state and circumstances of the Negro slaves in this

province.” This was read and debated, but when “the question
was put, whether the matter now subside, it passed in the
affirmative.”

The same year Rhode Island, in considerable part because of
Quaker pressure, declared that any Negro slave thereafter brought
into its territory was to be free. The law’s preamble states that
this action was taken because

:
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The inhabitants of America are generally engaged in the
preservation of their own rights and liberties, among which
that of personal freedom must be considered as the greatest,

and as those who are desirous of enjoying all the advantages of
liberty themselves should be willing to extend personal liberty

to others.

It is to be observed, however, that this law did not free the

slaves (of which there were about 3,500) then in Rhode Island,

though later legislation permitting them to join the army did have
the effect of liberating several hundred Negroes in that state.

A Massachusetts effort in 1773 to outlaw the slave trade was
vetoed by Governor Hutchinson, in accordance with established

Royal hostility to any interference with that lucrative business.

Patriots continued to manifest hostility to the abominable traffic,

however; thus, the Town Meeting of Braintree, Massachusetts,

early in 1774 adopted a resolution to abstain from the slave trade

and to boycott all who engaged in it. Within a year of this action,

other groups in various localities in Rhode Island, Pennsylvania,

Delaware and Georgia considered or adopted similar measures.

Increasingly in New England, towns were taking steps to elimi-

nate slavery within their borders.

The slave trade was outlawed by Massachusetts in 1776, while

the Delaware Constitution of that year prohibited the importa-

tion of slaves from Africa, and forbade their importation from
elsewhere, for sale. In 1777 a bill to abolish slavery was intro-

duced into the Massachusetts General Court, but it was not

passed, allegedly in order not to affront Southern slaveowners.

The New York City delegation to the State Provincial Congress,

headed by John Jay, urged, also in 1777, the adoption of a

gradual emancipation law. This came close to adoption and
might well have passed had not Jay been forced to absent him-
self from the chamber due to his mother’s death. Twenty-two
years were to pass before New York enacted such a law.

The constitution adopted by Vermont in 1777, contained a

clause directly forbidding the enslavement of any individual

“born in this country or brought from over sea.” A law gradually

abolishing slavery, written by Thomas Paine and George Bryan,

was enacted by Pennsylvania in March, 1780. That year serious
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consideration was given to a similar bill by the Connecticut

legislature, but it did not become law until 1784. Also in 1784,

Rhode Island enacted a gradual emancipation law, and the New
Hampshire Constitution was considered to have ended slavery

in that state.

By 1780 public opinion had just about destroyed the institu-

tion of slavery in Massachusetts, and its Constitution of that year,

containing a statement of man’s right to equality and freedom,

was considered to have legally abolished it. This was established,

once and for all, in 1781 by the Supreme Judicial Court in the

case of Commonwealth vs. Jennison. Here a white man indicted

for beating a Negro defended himself by claiming the Negro to

be his slave, but the Court ruled against him and he was fined.

The Chief Justice, William Cushing, in rendering the decision,

maintained that the State’s Constitution of 1780

sets out with declaring that all men are bom free and equal—
and that every subject is entitled to liberty . . . and in short is

totally repugnant to the idea of being bom slaves. This being
the case, I think the idea of slavery is inconsistent with our
own conduct and Constitution.

New Jersey was the last of the states north of the Mason-Dixon
line to act in favor of abolition; her gradual emancipation law
came in 1804. However, there, too, the Quakers had cleansed

themselves of slavery by 1774, and agitation against the institu-

tion appeared in the Jersey press during the Revolution. Thus,
an article in the New Jersey Gazette of November 8, 1780,
declared : “A Whig abhors the very idea of slavery, let the colour

or complexion of a slave be what it may. He is a friend to liberty,

and a supporter of the rights of mankind universally, without
any regard to partial interests or selfish views.”

Petitions against slavery began to reach the New Jersey legis-

lature in considerable numbers by 1781, and in 1786 the State

enacted a law prohibiting the importation of slaves, permitting

manumission under mild regulations, and forbidding the physical

abuse of slaves.

In the South, too, the Revolution had a liberalizing impact on
the slave system. Thus, Virginia (May, 1782) considerably eased
the requirements for the manumission of slaves, though this law.
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under which hundreds of Negroes were granted their freedom,

was repealed soon thereafter. During the same period in Dela-

ware, Maryland and North Carolina there was a notable increase

in the number of manumissions granted by masters
;
the evidence

is conclusive that these were stimulated by the democratic and

humanitarian spirit of the Revolution.

On the national scene—of course at this period the powers of

the Federal government were sharply circumscribed—similar

anti-slavery tendencies appeared, though rather weakly. Still, part

of the agreement reached in the Continental Association of 1774

called for an end to the foreign slave trade. The Continental

Congress repeated this action in April, 1776, by resolving that

the importation of slaves should cease. These acts were, of course,

probably more anti-British than they were anti-slavery, but

clearly something of the latter feeling was present.

There was certainly latent anti-slavery sentiment in the final

Declaration of Independence, particularly in the brave assertions

“that all men are created equal, that they are endowed with cer-

tain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and

the Pursuit of Happiness.” It is, moreover, relevant to note that

Jefferson’s original draft of the Declaration contained an explicit

and strong anti-slavery statement. In his list of grievances against

the British monarch, Jefferson originally had included this:

He has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violat-

ing its most sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a

distant people who never offended him, captivating and carry-

ing them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miser-

able death in their transportation thither. This piratical warfare

the opprobrium of infidel powers, is the warfare of this Chris-’

tian king of Great Britain determined to keep open a market

where MEN should be bought and sold.

But this, at the request of delegates from South Carolina and

Georgia, and some from the slave-trading New England states,

was deleted from the final copy.

H
While evidence has been brought forward to demonstrate a

very real advance in anti-slavery sentiment and action during the
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Revolution, this is not to obscure the fact that throughout the

Revolution, 20 per cent of the American population did consist

of Negro slaves. Nor must it obscure the fact that, especially in

the South, the enslavement of the Negro was fundamentally ad-

hered to and that the general opinion amongst the slaveowners

was severely hostile to any “meddling” with their property,

human or otherwise.

In this connection it is important to note that the southern

states in particular intensified during the Revolution, their ma-
chinery for slave control. Further, North Carolina, for example,

passed a law in 1777 making the manumission of slaves quite

difficult because, “the evil and pernicious practice of freeing

slaves in this State, ought at this alarming and critical time to

be guarded against by every friend and well-wisher to his coun-

try.” Again, South Carolina in 1780 enacted a law granting a

prime slave as part of the bounty to be given to soldiers volun-

teering for service in the Revolutionary cause. Indeed, this state

and Georgia, made a practice of partly paying their officials’

salaries, during the inflation of the Revolutionary Continental,

by giving them slaves.

The Negro people did receive some benefits from the stimula-

tion of anti-slavery sentiment that indubitably was part of the

Revolutionary atmosphere. But these benefits generally came late

in the period, were rarely far-reaching, and were almost always

gradual. Moreover, the attitude of the Southern states, where,

of course, slavery was concentrated, was not one warranting high

hopes or enthusiasm on the part of the Negroes.

Where the Negro could serve his own land and simultaneously

obtain or advance his own freedom, he eagerly did so, but where
he discovered that his country denied him his craving for freedom,

he turned elsewhere—flight, rebellion, agitation, assassination

—

for it was liberty he wanted, not ringing declarations.

Ill

With the agitation in the colonies in the 1760’s against British

tyranny, there appeared, at least in New England, efforts by
some slaves to gain freedom through the courts. There is, for
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example, evidence in John Adam’s diary entry for November 5,

1766, that certain Massachusetts slaves attempted to challenge

the legal basis of slavery by bringing an action of trespass in

the local courts against their masters. Adams, in reporting his

own presence at one such unsuccessful effort, remarked that he

had “heard there have been many,” and records of some have
survived.

There is evidence of repeated group petitions protesting their

subordinate status from free Negroes as well as slaves, in New
England. There are extant at least ten such collective petitions,

coming from Massachusetts, Connecticut and New Hampshire,
from January, 1773 to February, 1780.

Extracts from one, protesting against slavery, may serve as an
example of the contents of several. This was presented to the

Massachusetts legislature in January, 1777. It presents itself as

“the petition of a Great Number of Blackes detained in a State

of slavery in the Bowels of a free and Christian Country.” These

petitioners “apprehend that they have in Common with all other

men a Natural and Unaliable Right to that freedom which the

Grat Parent of the Unavers hath Bestowed equalley on all mem-
kind and which they have never forfeited by any Compact or

agreement whatever.” Seeing your own appeals to the government
of Great Britain for a redress of grievances and for greater free-

dom, we, said the petitioners, have several times taken our case

to you, but, alas, our success in so pleading has been no greater

than your own. Further: “They cannot but express their Astonish-

ment that it have never Bin Considered that Every Principle

from which America has Acted in the Cours of their unhappy
Dificultes with Great Briton Pleads Stronger that a thousand

Arguments in favours of your petioners.”

Hence they urge the revolutionary government of Massachu-

setts to free all adult slaves and provide for the emancipation of

slave children upon their reaching 21 years of age. Doing this,

the inhabitants of Massachusetts would “no longer [be] charge-

able with the inconsistency of acting Themselves the part which

they condem and oppose in others.”

In 1780, several Negroes of Massachusetts joined in a protest

against the clause in the State Constitution adopted that year
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which restricted those who might vote to white [male] taxpayers.

These petitioners reminded the Massachusetts lawmakers of the

injustice of taxation without representation.

But the vast majority of American slaves were concentrated in

the South and while emancipationist sentiment did grow there,

as we have observed, it is nevertheless true that this growth repre-

sented but a fraction of the slave-holding class and that but a
minute number were actually freed, as compared with the scores

of thousands held in bondage.

Slaveowners knew from bitter experience that unusual excite-

ment resulted in increased restlessness among the Negro masses,

and the Revolutionary era is an excellent illustration of that fact.

Slaveowners believed, as two of them from Georgia, Archibald
Bullock and John Houston, told John Adams in November,
1775, that were a hostile officer to land an army within the

Southern area “and proclaim freedom to all the Negroes who
would join his camp, twenty thousand Negroes would join it . . .

in a fortnight.” For, as these same men remarked, “The Negroes
have a wonderful art of communicating intelligence among them-
selves; it will run several hundreds of miles in a week or

fortnight.”

The slave area always operated under strict military, legal, and
social systems of control, but during the revolutionary turmoil
special safeguards were instituted.

Thus, a general policy of removing the slave population from
zones close to the British armies was followed. Other special pre-

cautions were used, as when Georgia, in August, 1776, confined
certain Negro pilots, and stationed a guard vessel in Savannah,
“to prevent Negroes from going down to Gockspur”—an island

off which were stationed enemy vessels. Similar action was taken
elsewhere, as in St. Mary’s County, Maryland, from whence an
officer reported, in March, 1781, that he had posted guards “at
the most convenient places to prevent the Negroes from going to

the Enemy and Secured all Boats and Canoes.” Another officer,

that same month, asked Maryland’s Governor for 60 more men
to be kept “constantly patroling” in St. Mary’s County in order
to prevent the flight of slaves, “as from the late conduct of the
Negroes when those ships [of the British] were in St. Marys I am
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well satisfied the greatest part of them that are in the County
would join them.”

Notwithstanding the elaborate machinery of control, tens of
thousands of slaves succeeded in escaping, though, the evi-
dence shows, many who reached the British found harsh treat-
ment, disease, sale to slavery in the West Indies, or death. Some,
however, did gain freedom eventually—in England, Canada and
Nova Scotia—and many others, as fugitives, held onto freedom
in the North. So bad, however, were the conditions generally
found by the slaves within the British lines that this did more to
discourage flight in that particular direction than all the precau-
tions established by the Revolutionists.

References to the wholesale flight of slaves occur as soon as the
fighting began. Lord Dunmore, the Royal Governor of Virginia,
attempted to cripple the Revolution by offering, in a proclama-
tion of November 7, 1775, to give freedom to the slaves of all

rebels who were able to bear arms and who reached his lines. The
Virginia Committee of Safety, realizing the gravity of the situa-
tion, promptly issued a counter-proclamation. This warned the
slaves not to heed Dunmore’s offer, and pointed out that Great
Britain herself owned slaves whom it did not offer freedom, that
she had been the greatest stimulator of the slave trade and had,
indeed, vetoed Virginia’s efforts at suppressing that trade. More-
over, said Virginia’s proclamation, Dunmore’s offer applied only
to the adult male slaves (who would thus have to abandon their
loved ones) of the patriots, not of the Tories, and he probably
would betray the promise anyway and ship the Negroes to the
West Indies. Added to this appeal, was Virginia’s law of Decem-
ber, 1775, already mentioned, providing banishment or execution
as the penalty for captured fugitive slaves.

Nevertheless, thousands of slaves at once attempted to flee.

Edmund Pendleton, a distinguished Virginian, told Richard
Henry Lee, November 27, 1775, that ‘‘slaves flock to him (Dun-
more) in abundance,” and two weeks later an American lady
wrote her London friend: “The flame runs like wild fire through
the slaves.” Local Virginia county committees, in November and
December, 1775, like those of Northampton and Warwick, also

refer to the wholesale exodus of the slave population. The letters
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of Dunmore himself testify to the same phenomenon, though they

confirm that many of the fugitives found disease and death rather

than freedom inside the British lines.

.

Evidence of wholesale flight comes from other areas, too, and

it is clear that efforts to gain freedom by flight continued through-

out the war years.

This mass flight for freedom is surely one of the most dramatic,

and pathetic, features of the American Revolution. An idea of its

extent over the whole period of the Revolution may be obtained

by considering some contemporary figures. Thus, for example,

after the Treaty of Paris of 1783, the British ships sailed away
from New York City with well over 3,000 escaped Negroes. When
the British fleet evacuated Savannah, in July, 1782, it carried

away some 5,000 escaped slaves, and about 6,500 Negroes sailed

away in 1783, when the British withdrew from Charleston. In

addition, all through the seven years of fighting, vessels filled with

escaped slaves were again and again sent to Florida, the West

Indies, Nova Scotia and England. Many slaves, moreover, fled to

areas within the United States, and to the armies and ships of the

French ally, as well as to the British.

Contemporary estimates of total losses of slaves offer further

enlightenment. Thomas Jefferson declared that Virginia alone in

the single year 1778 lost 30,000 slaves through flight; it is certain

that many more Virginia slaves escaped both before and after that

year. Responsible citizens of Georgia declared that their state lost

from 75 to 85 per cent of its slaves (totalling about 15,000 in

1774), and South Carolinians asserted that of the 110,000 slaves

in their state when the Revolution started, about 25,000 suc-

ceeded in escaping by the time it had ended. It is certainly a fact

that though South Carolina imported slaves by the thousands in

the years immediately after the Revolution, she did not again

have as many slaves as she had had in 1773 until 1790. If to all

this one adds the slaves who escaped from North Carolina, Mary-
land, Delaware and the northern states, particularly New Jersey

and New York, it appears to be conservative to say that from

1775 until 1783 some 100,000 slaves {i,e., about one out of every

six men, women and children) succeeded in escaping from slav-

ery, though very often finding death or slavery elsewhere.
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It was very fortunate for the Revolutionary cause that political

and economic considerations kept the British from actively wag-

ing an anti-slavery war. Had she done so she would surely have

attracted many more fugitive slaves than her armies and fleets

did; had she done so, too, she could have augmented the number

of her fighters by several thousands. What the outcome would

have been in such a case is, of course, completely conjectural. But

the fact is that the reactionary government of George III was

terrified by the American Revolution; it would not support so

fundamentally revolutionary, in a social sense, a movement as one

seeking the overthrow of the system of chattel slavery. Particu-

larly would she not do this in face of the fact that there were

about 750,000 slaves in the British West Indies, and that a num-

ber of the largest slaveowners in the southern colonies were Tories.

Of course, this worked both ways. Silas Deane wrote from

Paris, December 3, 1776, to John Jay urging that the Americans

try to stir up rebellions among the slaves in Jamaica. The con-

siderations restraining the British would clearly rule out such

action by the Americans.

IV

In the turbulent days just before, during and immediately after

the Revolution, considerable areas in rebeldom were disturbed by

the activities of maroons. This phenomenon—outlying, militantly

hostile and quite destructive fugitive slaves—was a permanent

feature of the American slave system, but like all other forms of

protest it became most pronounced during periods of stress and

excitement.

Uprisings and plots of slaves also recur throughout these years.

Characteristic were the activities, late in 1767, of slaves in and

around Alexandria, Virginia, which resulted in the nearly simul-

taneous deaths of several overseers from poisoning. The contem-

porary press reported “that some of the Negroes have been taken

up, four of them were executed three weeks ago, after which their

heads were cut off, and fixed on the chimnies of the courthouse;

and it was expected that four more would soon meet the same

fate.” It seems probable that a few of the executed slaves be-



The American Revolution220

longed to George Mason—later author of the Virginia Declara-

tion of Rights, and chief author of the Bill of Rights of the

American Constitution.

Another example of rebellion within revolution was a rather

modest uprising of slaves in St. Andrews Parish, Georgia, in

November, 1774, as a result of which seven white people were

killed and wounded. Two of the slaves involved in this outbreak

were burned alive as a punishment
;
what other measure of repres-

sion may have been take is not known. A letter written from

Charlestown, S.C., August 20, 1775, contained this line: “Yester-

day a negro was hanged and burnt for intended sedition, and

burning the Town.”

The most considerable conspiracy of the period was that in-

volving hundreds, possibly thousands, of slaves in Beaufort, Pitt

and Craven Counties, North Carolina in the summer of 1775.

Whippings, brandings, ear-croppings of dozens of slaves and the

executions of several marked the repression of this slave plot.

Throughout the years of the Revolution other instances of plots

or outbreaks occurred—in Massachusetts, New York, New Jersey,

Pennsylvania, Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia. Generally they

produced a tightening of police measures and some impact on the

military effectiveness of the rebels’ resistance to England, espe-

cially in the South. They served, too, to dramatize the awful in-

consistency in waging a war of national liberation and simultane-

ously confining one-fifth of the population in chains.

V

Negroes, free and slave, where and when permitted to do so,

played a conspicuous part in the armed forces of the Revolution.

Much red tape had to be cut before the Negro, particularly the

slave, was allowed to contribute his services to the Revolutionary

army, but the navy—Continental and provincial—did not pursue

a Jim-Crow policy. Hence, throughout the Revolutionary years

there are repeated references to Negroes as members of the crews

of the infant nation’s sea fighters.

Negroes sailed with John Paul Jones and John Barry and David

Porter, among the greatest naval commanders of the Revolution.



221The Negro in the Revolution

They were among the crews of the Hazzard, Deane, and Prospect,

the Alliance, Roebuck, and Confederacy, the Racehorse, Adven-

ture and Aurora, They served in every capacity from powder boy

to pilot.

We have all seen pictures depicting the Spirit of ’76 with the

gallant drummer and fifer swinging along, and others depicting

the poorly clad and under-provisioned army of Washington bleed-

ing and shivering at Valley Forge. Generally, however, these pic-

tures are lily-white; but in real life Negroes as well as whites

drummed and bled and shivered.

Specifically, as examples, the drummer for Captain Benjamin

Egbert’s company in New York City in March, 1776, was a

Negro listed as Tom. The fifer (sometimes taking a hand at the

drum, too) for Captain John Ford’s company of the 27th Massa-

chusetts Regiment was Barzillai Lew, native of Groton, where he

was bom in 1743, and where his six-foot frame working at the

trade of a cooper was a familiar sight. This Barzillai Lew drum-

med and fifed and fought his way through the Revolutionary

War from almost the moment fighting began (he enlisted May 6,

1775), down to the day, some seven years later, when arms were

stacked. That black men, as well as white, were at Valley Forge

is certain, for there is record of at least one who died there that

terrible winter of 1778—Phillip Field, of Dutchess County, New
York, soldier in Captain Felton’s company of the 2nd New York

Regiment.

Yet, as we have already stated, the existence of slaver)^ created

an embarrassing and dangerous contradiction within the Revolu-

tionary forces. This had, as we have seen, the effect of stunting

the budding emancipationist sentiment, and it had a similar effect

in producing laws and regulations to hinder the enrollment of

Negroes within the ranks of the Revolutionary Army. Thus, John

Rutledge, a delegate from South Carolina to the Continental

Congress, introduced in September, 1775, a resolution barring

Negroes from use as soldiers; on October 18 this was approved by

the Congress. Ten days earlier a council of general officers of the

American Army already had decided unanimously against the

use of free Negroes as soldiers. This was followed on November

12, 1775, by Washington’s order complying with these decisions.
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But soon a reversal of this trend began to take place. Both the

legislative and military bodies observed with alarm the flocking

of thousands of slaves to the British
(
particularly after Dunmore’s

proclamation of November 7, 1775). They realized that every

element of man-power would be needed, and had already seen

—

at Lexington, Concord and Bunker Hill—that Negroes were able

and willing to fight, and acquitted themselves well. No doubt,

too, the anti-slavery agitation of Negroes and some whites played

a part.

On December 30, 1775, Washington issued the following mes-

sage from his Massachusetts headquarters: “As the General is

informed, that numbers of Free Negroes are desirous of enlisting,

he gives leave to recruiting officers to entertain them, and prom-

ises to lay the matter before the Congress, who he doubts not will

approve it.” The next day Washington sent Congress a letter, tell-

ing of his action. He explained that “free Negroes who have

served in this Army, are very much dissatisfied at being dis-

carded,” and that therefore he had “presumed to depart from

the [Congressional] Resolution [of Oct. 18, 1775], respecting

them” and had “given license for their being enlisted.” In a Reso-

lution of January 16, 1776, Congress approved Washington’s

action, stating that “the free Negroes who have served faithfully

in the army at Cambridge, may be re-enlisted, but no others.”

Certain state regulations, in addition to those already men-
tioned, also effected the question of Negro service in the Revolu-

tionary Army. New York, in 1776, permitted men who had been

drafted to offer substitutes for themselves in the form of able-

bodied men, white or Negro. This led some slaveholders to offer

their slaves as soldiers, the latter’s reward being freedom. Virginia,

in May, 1777, passed an act for the purpose of completing its

troop quota. The act contained this very interesting paragraph

:

And whereas several Negro slaves have deserted from their

masters, and under pretence of being free men have enlisted as

soldiers: For prevention whereof, Be it enacted, that it shall not
be lawful for any recruiting officer within this Commonwealth
to enlist any Negro or mulatto into this or other of the United
States, until such Negro or mulatto shall produce a certificate

from some justice of the peace for the county wherein he resides

that he is a free man.
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In February, 1778, Rhode Island, and in April, 1778, Massa-
chusetts, finding the going getting tougher, the man-supply thin-

ning, and the slaves as willing as ever to fight—provided they

received their freedom—passed laws for the enrollment of slaves

as soldiers in their state forces. As a result, several hundred
Negroes gained their freedom.

An incidental phrase in a North Carolina law of 1778, passed

in the vain hope of eliminating the problem of fugitive slaves,

demonstrates the fact that Negroes were serving in the armed
forces of that State. This act, in providing for the capture and
disposal of fugitives, adds: “Nothing herein contained shall de-

prive of liberty any slave who having been liberated and not sold

by order of any Court has inlisted in the service of this or the

United States.” In 1779, North Carolina explicitly provided for

the enlistment of slaves, with the masters’ consent, of course, and
with the understanding that faithful service for the war’s dura-

tion would bring liberation.

Strenuous efforts were made in 1778 and 1779 to persuade

South Carolina and Georgia to permit the enrollment of Negroes

as soldiers, but these never succeeded, in terms of formal enact-

ment, though it is certain that some Negroes did serve in both

states. Behind this move were people like Alexander Hamilton,

Henry Laurens, James Madison, Generals Lincoln and Greene
and even, though not quite wholeheartedly, Washington,

Indeed, the Continental Congress, in March 1779, adopted a

resolution urging Georgia and South Carolina, for the sake of

saving the cause in those areas, to permit the enlistment of 3,000

Negroes (Congress offered to pay $1,000 for each Negro who
would, of course, then be free) but both states shuddered at the

proposition, and even hinted that they would withdraw from the

struggle before acceding to it. (It may, incidentally, be noted

again, that largely because of the considerable slave population

and this reactionary attitude, nearly all of Georgia and eastern

South Carolina were conquered by the British.)

Maryland, in' October, 1780, and again in May, 1781, passed

laws permitting slaves and free Negroes to be recruited as soldiers.

New York, in accordance with an act passed in March, 1781,

raised two regiments of slaves, all of whom enlisted with the
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understanding that loyal service for the war’s duration would

bring emancipation.

The fact of the widespread presence of Negroes in the Revolu-

tionary army is established by the laws and resolutions described

above. In addition, there are numerous contemporary descrip-

tions from Americans, Englishmen, Frenchmen and Hessians con-

firming this, beginning with 1775 and continuing throughout the

war years.

References to specific Negroes who performed notably valiant

deeds, and to the especially large numbers of Negroes participat-

ing in particular battles or campaigns are numerous in the

contemporary literature. Casualty and pension lists sometimes

distinguished Negro and white soldiers and from these one finds

additional conclusive evidence of Negro soldiers participating

—

and being wounded or killed—in many engagements, as the bat-

tles of Brandywine (1777), the seige of Boonesborough (1778),

the storming of Fort Griswold (1781), the battle of Eutaw

( 1781 ) ,
the seige of Cornwallis ( 1781 ) . Again, in the last organ-

ized military effort of the war—the futile march from Saratoga to

the (intended) goal of the British forces at Oswego, New York,

in February, 1783—Negro soldiers formed the bulk of the Ameri-

can force that was led, perhaps by treachery, off its course, with

the result that dozens died or were maimed by freezing.

Negroes fought at Concord and Fexington, at Bunker Hill and

Ticonderoga, at Fong Island, Stony Point, Savannah, Trenton,

Monmouth. They crossed the Delaware with Washington in 1776

—one. Prince Whipple, was in the General’s own boat. Of the

handful of soldiers who raided the British headquarters at New-
port, Rhode Island, in July, 1777, and succeeded in capturing

General Prescott and Major Barrington, one of the most amazing

deeds of initiative and daring of the war, one was a Negro named
Jack Sisson.

So conspicuous was the gallantry of the Negro soldier, Salem

Poor, in the Battle of Bunker Hill, when gallantry was universal,

that it was formally called to the attention of the Massachusetts

legislature, December 5, 1775, by 14 officers, including three

colonels. They declared that, under fire, Salem Poor had “be-

haved like an experienced officer, as well as an excellent soldier.
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To set forth particulars of his conduct would be tedious ... in

the person of this Negro centers a brave and gallant soldier.”

Negroes fought with Allen’s Green Mountain Boys and were

members of the guerrilla fighters led in South Carolina by Francis

Marion. In some cases, entire units of Revolutionary soldiers con-

sisted of Negro soldiers, with white commanders—as that of

Massachusetts Negroes commanded by Samuel Lawrence, Con-
necticut Negroes under Colonel Humphreys, and Rhode Island

Negroes under Colonel Olney. In at least two cases, Negro com-
panies were Negro up to and including Negro commanders—^the

company of Massachusetts Negroes led by one Middleton and
that of Rhode Island Negroes led by Barzillai Lew. At least one

case of a Negro non-commissioned officer in a mixed unit has

been found: Corporal Perley Rogers in the 2nd Massachusetts

Regiment commanded by Colonel John Bailey. Negroes from

every state fought in the Revolutionary Army. Indeed, in the case

of several states—Maryland, New York, Connecticut, Rhode
Island, Massachusetts and New Hampshire—one would have

difficulty in naming many towns or cities from which Negroes

did not enlist.

A good example is Connecticut (which contained about 6,500

Negroes in 1774) whose records were kept particularly well, and

show Negro volunteers from at least 47 different localities, from

Ashford to Woodstock, from Branford to Waterbury, from Ca-

naan to Winchester. Even for Georgia there is conclusive proof

that at least five Negroes from that state fought against the British,

for records are extant of the manumission of all five as rewards

for their service. One of these, Austin Dabney, was not only freed,

but, in addition, having conducted himself—said the legislative

act of emancipation
—

“with a bravery and fortitude which would

have honored a freeman,” he was awarded an annual pension of

$96, and given 112 acres of land. At least one South Carolina

Negro, John Eady, also distinguished himself in the Revolutionary

Army and was rewarded with freedom and land.

An additional very interesting piece of evidence concerning

Negroes in the Revolutionary Army appears in a Virginia law of

October, 1783. The quotation is long, but worth careful reading:
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Whereas it hath been represented to the General Assembly
that during the course of the war many persons in this State
had caused their slaves to enlist in certain regiments or corps
raised within the same, having tendered such slaves to the of-

ficers appointed to recruit forces within the state, as substituted

for free persons, whose lot or duty it was to serve in such regi-

ments or corps, at the same time representing to such recruiting

officers that the slaves so enlisted by their direction and concur-
rence were freemen; and it appearing further to this Assembly,
that on the expiration of the term of enlistment of such slaves

that the former owners have attempted again to force them to

return to a state of servitude, contrary to the principles of
justice, and to their own solemn promise, (and since, the law
continued, such Negroes, by their service) have thereby of
course contributed towards the establishment of American
liberty and independence,

the Attorney General was instructed to see to it that those Negroes
were confirmed in their freedom.

Certain it is that several thousand Negroes, a minimum esti-

mate would be 5,000, served as regular soldiers in the American
Revolutionary Army. Certain it is, also, that others, probably a

greater total, served that army as teamsters, cooks, guides, and
what were then called pioneers—or are known today as combat
engineers.

VI

The record of the Negroes’ service to the Army and the Navy as

fighters and workers does not complete the account of their direct

aid to the military effort in the Revolution. For excellent evidence
exists proving that Negroes also performed valiantly as spies.

For example, an unnamed Negro contributed significantly to

the overwhelming defeat inflicted upon a British force at the

Battle of Edenton, N.C., December 8, 1775. The Negro, acting

under the direct orders of the American commander, Colonel
Fordyce, entered the British camp and told, in such a convincing
fashion, of a weak, disorganized American force, that the English
hastily attacked what in reality was a well-prepared and strategic-

ally-placed American force. The result was one hundred British

casualties contrasted with one American killed. Of this engage-
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merit, the late distinguished historian, William E. Dodd, wrote:

“It was a godsend to the revolutionists of Virginia; it stirred

drooping spirits as they had not been stirred since the news of

Lexington.”

Anthony Wayne’s surprise attack upon and relatively easy cap-

ture of the fort at Stony Point, New York, in July, 1779, was
materially assisted by Pompey, a Negro slave belonging to the

American Captain Lamb. Pompey obtained the British password

and used this in aiding an American detachment to overcome the

British guards, thus leading to the surprise and seizure of the

strategic stronghold, together with considerable supplies, and 600
prisoners. For this, Pompey was given his freedom.

Rhode Island, in 1782, freed a Negro, Quaco Honeyman, as a

reward for important spying activity; South Carolina, in 1783,

freed the wife and child of a deceased Negro whose spying efforts

had been valuable. Virginia, in 1786, freed James, slave of

William Armistead, because he had, in 1781 at the seige of York-

town, as the act of emancipation declares, entered “into the serv-

ice of the Marquis La Fayette, and at the peril of his life found
means to frequent the British camp, and thereby faithfully exe-

cuted important commissions entrusted to him by the Marquis.”

On liberation, James became James Lafayette; in 1819, the Vir-

ginia legislature awarded him $100, with an annual pension

thereafter of $40.

VII

The evidence shows that the activities of that 20 per cent of the

population in Revolutionary America who were Negroes is of

fundamental importance for an understanding of the Revolution.

On the labor power of those 600,000 rested to a very large degree

the economic viability of the nascent Republic and without it the

new nation could not have been conceived.

Further, the organized activities of the Negro masses themselves,

where any possibility of such activities existed—the court actions,

petitions, plots and uprisings, the flight and guerrilla warfare, the

service in and for the navy and army as pilots, seamen, laborers,

soldiers, spies—alwavs had as their fundamental moti’^^atian the
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achievement of freedom, the realization, in fullest practice, of the

Declaration of Independence.

Some fairly considerable advances in this direction were made,
particularly in the North, during the Revolution (and as part of

that Revolution
) ;

these, together with service in the armed forces,

did lead to the emancipation of several thousand slaves. But the

movement fell short and, in part because of such compromise,

tens of thousands of slaves sought freedom by flight or rebellion.

That the movement for emancipation did fall short came close to

bringing victory to the British
;
it is, moreover, quite possible that

the British would have won had not their own position made it

impossible for them to wage a real war of Negro liberation.

It seems safe to say that this failure to free the Negro people

led to the postponement of the final victory of the American
forces. It is certain that the failure to root out slavery produced,

in less than 80 years, a very bloody Civil War before the Second
American Revolution could complete this task neglected by the

First.



Chapter XIV

The Social Effects of

the Revolution

1 1ISTORIANS DIFFER in their
overall estimates of the effects of the American Revolution. Some,
who tend to deny the revolutionary qualities of its origin and
conduct, naturally tend to deny that it induced any significant

revolutionary results
;
others, holding contrary views as to its roots

and course, see different results.

I

One of the pivots about which the debate turns is the volume
produced by the late J. Franklin Jameson, The American Revolu-
tion Considered as a Social Movement, published by Princeton
University Press in 1926, a year after its substance had been
delivered in a series of lectures at that university. We shall have
more to say of this work shortly, but its theme is clearly conveyed
in its title. To indicate the content of the debate, one may con-
trast two recent statements by Richard B. Morris of Columbia
University and Frederick B. Tolies of Swarthmore College.

Tolies, offering “a re-evaluation” of Jameson’s book in The
American Historical Review (October, 1954), and summarizing
some of the corrections and exceptions taken to it, concluded:

Still, a historian who fashions so useful a conceptual tool,

who popularizes so fruitful a hypothesis, who enlarges so notably

229
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our understanding of a significant era in American history, can

be forgiven a few oversights, a few overstatements. Basically,

the “Jameson thesis” is still sound, and, what is more important,

still vital and suggestive, capable of still further life, still greater

usefulness.

Morris, on the other hand, concludes an essay on “The Con-

federation Period” {William and Mary Quarterly, April, 1956),

with this sentence: “Despite the efforts of J. Franklin Jameson to

consider the American Revolution as a social movement, the fact

is that the great internal social reforms lay ahead.”

The evidence, I think, supports Jameson—and Tolies—and

not Morris. There is a note of ambiguity in Professor Morris’

mode of expression; i.e., the fact that great internal social reforms

were to occur after the American Revolution is not something

that justifies discarding Jameson. For, of course, the question is

what were the changes achieved during and under the impetus of

the Revolution; not what reforms other eras might feel were

still needed.

There is another area of confusion about the impact of the

Revolution that needs tackling. This is in part indicated in the

title of Jameson’s work; it is a certain compartmentalizing of

the Revolution’s results—into political, economic, social, etc.—as

though each was really distinct from the other. There is, surely,

distinction among changes, as those which effect suffrage re-

quirements, and those that effect the instiutional forms of religious

organizations, or those that give an impulse to manufacturing and

those that alter the status of slaves. There are, of course, signifi-

cant qualitative differences in such results which justify their being

categorized. But such distinctions and categories must not obscure

the interpenetration of these results; they must not hide the fact

that each impinged upon the other, that all were part of one

national and societal fabric, and that all are significant in any

effort at an overall estimate of the Revolution’s effects.

Indicative of the confusion, it seems to me, is the concluding

chapter in the valuable study by Elisha P. Douglass, Rebels and
Democrats (1955). The chapter’s title, “Democracy and Liberal-

ism,” suggests the confusion for it posits two distinct and even
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partially contrasting entities
;
the text of the chapter spells out this

confusion. Professor Douglass asks:

Why did democracy make so little progress in the nation as
a whole during the Revolution ? . . . Why did the protest
against political privilege, often heard in the years before the
war, not lead to widespread social revolution when the confu-
sion and dislocations attendant upon civil strife offered an op-
portunity to do so?

He does not leave his question with no answer. He sees a high
degree of social elasticity as part of the answer; finds the existing

government, during the Revolution, to have been such and to
have acted in such a way that “its impositions were not keenly
felt

;
sees the abundance of cheap land as assuaging social bitter-

ness and tending to allay potential ferment; observes an over-
whelmingly agrarian society, such as Revolutionary America was,
as one where widespread and really antagonistic social conflicts

and contradictions tended to be minimal; and finally, he remarks
that the degree to which the ideals of the Revolution were
achieved was sufficient to remove most of the incentive for social

revolution.”

But is not much of this significant democratic progress, rather
than an explanation as to why there was “so little progress”?
Douglass tends to equate 20th century popular demands, which
often have an economic and social content quite different from
those of 250 years ago, with progress in democracy in general

—

i.e., rule by, for, and of the people. But, of course, different cen-
turies and different locales pose different questions.

Thus, when Douglass notes the changes which he does sum-
marize, he is describing very significant democratic progress. Fur-
ther, where he defines the “liberalism” portion of his chapter, in

terms of protections against governmental arbitrariness, the insist-

ence upon officials operating in accordance with stated law, the
care with which individual freedoms are safeguarded, the effort

to establish the concept of government as serving the people and
not dominating them, he is also, I think, describing real progress
in democracy, confined as that is and must be, within the limita-

tions of the 1 8th century.



232 The American Revolution

Contemporaries saw the tremendous revolutionary and demo-

cratic meaning of a successful colonial liberation effort in the first

place; that a nationality could rip itself away from the domina-

tion of imperial Britain, despite the forcible efforts at repression

by that power, was no small democratic advance. And contempo-

raries—Thomas Paine, for instance—saw that not only had this

historic achievement been recorded but also that in achieving

it, there had been at home “a revolution in the principles

and practice of government.” Contemporaries, living in Europe

‘‘under arbitrary power,” as Benjamin Franklin wrote on May 1,

1777, “read the translations of our separate Colony constitutions

with rapture.” They were enraptured by democratic progress, not

of the same kind, perhaps, as would similarly effect them in the

mid-20th century, but that, of course, is an anachronistic, not an

historical test.

The best brief evaluation of this question, so far as I know,

occurs in one of the last works of that preeminent scholar of the

American Revolution, the late Evarts Boutell Greene. In his

Revolutionary Generation (1943), Greene declared: “From an

eighteenth century European standard the American states had

gone far toward equalitarian democracy.”

In essential agreement with this appraisal is the argument of a

leading contemporary authority on the same period, Merrill Jen-

sen. Jensen’s work has come in for rather intensive criticism in

the very recent past—some of it seems to be well taken—but the

main conclusions of that work, so far as this period is concerned,

are, I believe, sound. In his volume. The New Nation (1950),

Jensen wrote:

The spirit of optimism, of belief in America as a refuge for

the oppressed of the Old World, as a place of democratic
equality, all show that the American Revolution, in result if

not in origin, was far more than a movement for independence.
Planted in it were seeds that promised the fruit of democracy.
The breakdown of old political controls and the creation of

new governments, however similar in form and substance to

the old, carried with it the possibility of the democratization of

American society.

Further on, he declared:
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Whatever we may think today, the men of the eighteenth
century thought that “democracy” was a vital force unleashed
by the Revolution. Democracy as they saw it found expression
in the revolutionary constitutions of the states and in the re-
fusal to grant coercive powers to a central government under
the Articles of Confederation. The Revolution had altered the
whole theoretical foundation of American government . . .

however often the theory has been disregarded since then, the
idea that the people may create and destroy their government
at will has been the theoretical starting point for all govern-
ments in the United States.

Jensen also emphasized—overemphasized, I think—that an-
other result of the Revolution, “the removal from the American
scene of a central government with coercive power,” was held by
contemporaries to be of the greatest consequence in furthering

democracy.

Jensen makes a significant point when he insists that the

Revolution advanced the potential for democratization.^ This is of

consequence when one considers the social advances which, as

Professor Morris observed, came after the Revolution. In the

sense of preparing the ground, the fact that important social

reforms followed the Revolution may help confirm rather than
refute Jameson’s thesis.

II

Specifically, what are the developments which may be fairly

ascribed to the Revolution? So far as general political and social

impact is concerned, historians before Jameson had commented
upon it. This was true of Carl Becker writing in 1909, of Edward
Channing in 1912, and, particularly, Allan Nevins, in his Ameri-
can States During and After the Revolution, first published in

1924. From their work and the work of later writers, who have
generally dealt with more limited subjects, as well as an exami-

nation of contemporaneous material, it becomes manifest that

notable and numerous changes were made and steps taken to give

reality to the idea of the people’s sovereignty.

I would say, first of all, with Jensen, that the promulgation of

popular sovereignty (no matter how much in practice this might
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be limited, by considerations, for example, of sex, property owner-

ship, race, etc.) as the only legitimate basis for governmental

power was a basically revolutionary event and one fundamental

to a democratic society.

The Revolution represented not only a fundamental break in

the theory of government
;
it resulted in a fundamental change in

the form of government. This change was least notable where, as

in Connecticut, the colonial charter was retained as the frame-

work for state government. But this was exceptional; in 11 of the

13 states, the revolutionists remade the structure of the state, as

they terminated their allegiance to monarchy.

In the 1 8th century, given adherence to the sanctity of contract

and the private ownership of the means of production, political

theory projected three possible state forms, resting upon and bul-

warking this material basis. These were: Hereditary monarchy
with aristocratic accompaniments, personal tyranny or individual

dictatorship, and a republic. Of the three, the last was excep-

tional in mankind’s experience, and where it had existed, was
restricted to very narrow territorial limits. The democratic essence

of the American Revolution shows itself in the rejection of the

two traditional forms of political rule and the adoption of the

third. And this choice was made despite the vastness of the terri-

tory involved. The unprecedented nature of a republican form
for so vast an area argued in favor of a decentralized and rather

loosely federated national government; the unhappy experiences

suffered by the colonies with the centralization of power in West-

minster served to reinforce support for such decentralization and
federalism.

But it is of major historical significance that the American
Revolution results, because of its popular nature, in the republi-

can form being adopted, first by the State governments and then,

in the Constitution, by the national government. It is somewhat
surprising, in view of its consequences, that this development has

received little notice in the historical literature. A notable excep-

tion is an essay by George M. Butcher {Political Science Quar-
terly, June, 1940)

.

In his work. Butcher points out that the United States was the

“first fully republican modem nation—the first republic clearly
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on a basis broader than municipal.” While this is actually the

accomplishment of the Constitution (to be discussed in a subse-

quent volume
)
and while it is true that none of the revolutionary

State constitutions uses the word “republic,” it is also true that

their form was republican and was so understood by contempo-
raries. It is also a fact that three of the original thirteen states

—

Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts—in their constitutions

referred to themselves as commonwealths, and that Vermont, in

its first and second constitutions, similarly defined itself.

When the Constitution in article 4, section 4, declares that,

“The United States shall guarantee to every State in this Union
a Republican Form of Government,” it was actually confirming

that which had been established, though not in words, in each of

the States. This establishment was the work of the Revolution; it

marked a significant political transformation and provided great

potential for further progressive advance.

Ill

The achievement of the republican form was momentous, but

more decisive was the popular content placed within that form.

The form itself reflects popular pressure and carries with it the

potential of real development; hence its adoption was momentous.

But what of the content achieved, in terms of enhancement of

popular political power?

In the first place, certain great principles aimed at guarantee-

ing a considerable degree of popular sovereignty and at inhibiting

the development of tyranny were incorporated within the State

governments and both in the Articles of Confederation and the

Constitution. These principles included: (1) legitimate govern-

ment requires popular consent; (2) oppressive government is to

be undone, by revolutionary action, if necessary
; ( 3 )

civil power

is superior to and must be dominant over military power
; ( 4 )

the

separation of the legislative, executive and judicial arms of gov-

ernment inhibits the concentration of power and thus helps frus-

trate the growth of tyranny; (5) the powers of government are

limited and therefore are subject to being specified in written

constitutions; (6) government operates through stipulated rules.
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known to all, and broken only by traitors and oppressors, i.e.,

stated laws and procedures must be observed by the government

in the course of its doing those things the Fundamental Law
allows it to do

; ( 7 )
generally speaking, office-holders are elected

;

those of lesser power may be appointed, but as a rule office-hold-

ers are looked upon with suspicion, surrounded by limitations, the

most notable being that on the duration of their tenure—but, in

any case, hereditary possession of office or of political power is

forbidden; (8) while the three branches of government are sep-

arated, the legislative is favored over the executive in terms of

the locus of power, and care is exercised to institutionalize the

independence of the judiciary; (9) provision for amendment of

the Fundamental Law is present and is there as an expression

of democratic bias: i.e., the dead are not to bind the living; error,

of commission and omission, is human and therefore rectification

is inevitable, not invidious; societies grow and change and social

needs alter, wherefore social and political institutions must be

subject to alteration. To provide the constitutional means for this,

beforehand, is wise and democratic; (10) geographical central-

ization of power may be as dangerous and harmful as political

centralization; hence, the dispersing of power-potential in terms

of local or statewide powers serves the cause of enhancing popular

control and of restraining the appearance of tyranny
; (11) the

sovereignty of the people makes logical the idea of limited, speci-

fied governmental jx)wer. But this carries with it not only an

enumeration of what the government may legally do; it also

carries with it an enumeration of what the government may not

do

—

i.e., of those rights and freedoms which are inviolable, of a

Bill of Rights.

Before offering a sampling of details to substantiate the above

generalizations on the impact of the Revolution upon political

institutions, it is important to note that that era greatly furthered

what Charles A. Barker has called “the politics of protest.” In his

valuable study. The Background of the Revolution in Maryland

( 1940), Barker pointed to the development, in the decade of the

1770’s, of the regularized appearance of “election pledges, instruc-

tions to delegates, mass meetings, committees and associations,”

all of which from outside legislative doors, widened popular par-
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ticipation in politics and enhanced the influence of such participa-

tion upon political decision.

It is activities of this kind that, during Revolution, result in

significant and numerous democratic innovations in political

structure.

In the first place, the electorate was broadened considerably in

this period. Exactitude in this connection is not possible
;
the com-

ment of the Beards as to the number of voters just before the

Revolution, in their Rise of American Civilization, written a

generation ago, remains substantially in accordance with current

historical findings

:

The various limitations on the suffrage excluded from the
polls a large portion of the population—^just how large a per-
centage cannot be ascertained from any records now available.

Certainly in the country districts of Pennsylvania, half the adult
males were denied the ballot; in Philadelphia, the restrictions

disfranchised about nine-tenths of the men, a sore point with a
growing class of artisans, and an interesting side light on the
concentration of property in that urban area. On the other
hand, it is estimated that about four-fifths of the men in Massa-
chusetts were eligible to vote, so numerous were the owners of

small farms.

Subsequent research, especially that of Robert E. Brown, has

indicated that it is likely that less males were legally disfranchised

up to the Revolution than had hitherto been believed. But even

here, the Beards’ estimate of 80 per cent as eligible to vote in

Massachusetts might be raised some four or five per cent; cer-

tainly in the remainder of the country, prior to the Revolution, a

much larger percentage—probably exceeding half—of the adult

white male population was disfranchised by law. Of course, all

other inhabitants were without the vote.

There developed during the Revolution demands for the exten-

sion of the suffrage, not excluding proposals that all adults, re-

gardless of sex or color or property, be enfranchised. Such pro-

posals, however, were exceptional. More common were those

which held that, in the face of the fundamental revolutionary

slogan, “no taxation without representation,” it was paradoxical

for the Revolutionary Governments to allow the disfranchisement

of taxpayers. Typical was the letter from a New Jersey resident,
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in September, 1775, published in the press at that time, objecting

to the current mode of confining the vote only to freeholders

:

By the mode, many true friends of their country, who are

obliged to pay taxes, are excluded- from the privilege of a vote

in the choice of those by whom they are taxed, or even called

out to sacrifice their lives. This is a real grievance ... [if this

is changed] our enemies will be cut off from one of their most

plausible arguments against us.

Characteristic were the suffrage developments in New Jersey;

these changes came because of the total impact of the Revolution,

and specifically because through letters, petitions and meetings,

public demand for such changes was registered. The suffrage basis

established in New Jersey’s Constitution of July, 1776, provided

that every adult person,^ who had resided in the state for a mini-

mum of one year, and who possessed property—whether real or

personal—worth at least £50, had the right to vote.

There is some difference among students as to the actual im-

pact of this legislation upon the numbers of the Jersey electorate,

but the most recent of these students agree that it extended the

suffrage very considerably. R. P. McCormick, in his Experiment

in Independence (1951) stated: “The practical effect of the

change was unquestionably a great increase in the number of

eligible voters.” J. P. Pole, in a later study ( 1956) adds that the

inflation of the currency, incidental to the Revolution, “annihi-

lated the remaining property qualifications for the suffrage” so

that in that era universal male suffrage existed in the state.

In an immediate sense, the most significant determinant of the

number of voters was the availability of polling places. Here, too,

a decided improvement came with the Revolutionary era. Thus,

McCormick, in the aforementioned study, states:

Alternate locations [for voting] were provided in three coun-

ties [in N.J.] in 1779, in six counties in 1782, in eight counties

in 1783, and in all thirteen counties in 1788. There were in 1779

only eighteen places where voters might cast their ballots for

members of the legislature; a decade later there were fifty.

The Revolutionary constitutions of Delaware, New Hampshire,

North Carolina and Pennsylvania provided that all adult males,

meeting modest residence requirements, were to have the right to
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vote, regardless of property ownership, if they were taxpayers.

Georgia, which by an act of 1761 confined the vote to white

adult males possessing at least 50 acres of land, revised this set of

requirements in its 1777 Constitution. There the ownership of

land as a prerequisite was abandoned
;
it was necessary only that

the white adult male possess £10 worth of property of any kind,

or, if unable to meet this, to be engaged in any kind of a mechan-
ical occupation. This 1777 Constitution also barred multiple

voting by an individual (as had occurred before on the basis of

extensive property and land ownership)
;
forbade anyone claim-

ing a title of nobility to vote; and provided for fining (not in

excess of £5 )
a qualified voter who, without sound excuse, failed

to exercise the privilege.

There were many other acts significantly extending the popular

control over the functioning of government during the Revolu-

tionary era. This included increasing the number of offices to be

filled by election rather than appointment—from the Governor

of New York, in 1777, and of Massachusetts in 1780, to the elec-

tion of judges in several states; it included putting the origination

of appropriation bills in the hands of the most popular branch of

the legislature
;
subordinating the executive to the ultimate will of

the legislature; moving the state capitals (of Virginia, Pennsyl-

vania, New York, Georgia, the Carolinas) westward so that the

eastern aristocracy and moneyed power was less overawing. While

most of the states maintained important property or religious

qualifications for officeholding—and the more exalted the office,

the more restrictive the qualification—still even here certain re-

ductions and changes were introduced. Thus, in Pennsylvania it

was affirmed that all free men were to have the right to hold any

public office; Delaware prohibited all religious tests for office-

holding.

Another significant feature of the political structure erected in

Revolutionary America was that of the separation of powers in

government. This has frequently been treated as a device aiming

at the protection of the interests of a well-to-do minority, but this

by no means exhausts its meaning. It is true that with a republi-

can form of government and with the theory of popular sover-

eignty triumphant, the rich did fear that concentrating power
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within that branch of the government most directly subject to

popular control, opened the door to levelism and democratic

“excesses.” This certainly was a motive among some of the sup-

porters of separation of powers.

But, in addition, it is to be observed that separation of powers

may serve to protect the rights of dissident and radical minorities,

as well as rich ones. It is also to be noted that separation of powers

was one way of avoiding or inhibiting personal tyranny, certainly

one of the main aims of the Revolution. Furthermore, the absence

of separation of powers, under England’s aegis, had resulted in

plural officeholding and this, during the colonial period, had been

one of the main devices of Royal control. Ellen E. Brennan, in

her study of Plural Office-Holding in Massachusetts, 1760-1780

( 1 945 ) ,
demonstrated the connection between the battle for

separation of powers and the battle against plural office-holding

as one of the main attributes of anti-popular government. The
success of this effort, then, during the Revolutionary period, is

another evidence of the politically democratizing impact of that

Revolution.

Among the most momentous of the democratic moves in politi-

cal structure was the enactment of Bills of Rights as separate sec-

tions in the revolutionary constitutions of eight states—^Virginia,

Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, North Carolina, Vermont,

Massachusetts, New Hampshire (1784)—and their incorpora-

tion in separate provisions of the constitutions in Georgia, South

Carolina, New Jersey and New York.

The first of the separate Bills of Rights, which influenced all

that followed, was that of Virginia, adopted June 12, 1776. It

affirmed the inherently free and independent quality of men; the

sovereignty of the people; government as the people’s servant;

the right of revolution
;
opposition to inherited office

;
the wisdom

of separation of powers; the need for frequent, regular elections;

no taxation without representation; no suspension of popular

sovereignty due to “emergency”; the right of the accused to know
the nature of the accusation, to confront accusers and witnesses,

call for evidence in his favor, to a speedy trial by impartial jury,

not to be compelled to testify against himself
;
that neither exces-

sive bail nor cruel punishments exist; that no general search or
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arrest warrents be issued; that freedom of the press be guaran-
teed; that the military be subordinate to the civil power; and that
the state never interfere in matters of religion, since such ques-
tions were properly amenable only to “reason and conviction,”
never to “force or violence.”

Each of the States adopted similar provisions. Rights and im-
munities, in addition to those contained in the Virginia law,
which appear in one or more of the Revolutionary constitutions
of other states include

:
( 1 )

no one is to be twice in jeopardy for
the same offense; (2) no one is to be held for a serious crime
except upon indictment by a grand jury; (3) owners of private
property, if taken for public use, were to receive compensation;

(4) the right to travel freely from and to the State was guaran-
teed

; ( 5 )
quartering of troops in homes during peace was forbid-

den; (6) monopolies were forbidden (by Maryland and North
Carolina

) ; ( 7 ) neither ex post facto laws nor bills of attainder
were to be passed

; ( 8 ) accused were to have the right of counsel.
Surely all of the preceding, which summarizes the main enact-

ments by the revolutionary state governments in the area of politi-

cal institutions, adds up to an impressive accomplishment in the
direction of democratization.

IV

Church-state relationships were fundamentally altered by the
American Revolution. We have indicated, in preceding para-
graphs, some results in this area in the elimination in one state

of any kind of religious test as a qualification for voting, the

Virginia Bill of Rights explicitly declaring that matters of con-
science should be and were to be outside the ken of the State.

The changes in church-state relations that appear during the

Revolution, as in other areas, were culminations of a process that
had marked American colonial life. William W. Sweet, an out-
standing authority on the history of religion in the United States,

has pointed out that until well into the 18th century a very
small percentage of the colonial population were church mem-
bers—that, indeed, there were “more unchurched people in

America, in proportion to the population, than was to be found
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in any country in Christendom.” The revivalism of the Great

Awakening helped change this, but that movement won over to

the evangelical churches much of the nominal membership of

the established, Anglican Church, and, in New England, bound

together the Congregational and Presbyterian Churches against

the Anglican.

The late Evarts B. Greene, who was particularly interested in

church-state relations, after describing colonial conditions, con-

cluded that: “The time was ripe for more radical departures

from the prevailing theory and practice of the early colonial era.

The impact of revolution was soon to bring further advance in

the same direction.”

The Revolution saw the hastening of the breakaway from the

Anglican (Tory) Church, a development of dissenting churches

and an upsurge in liberal religious ideology. This, plus the gen-

eral equalitarian and libertarian features of the Revolution, en-

hanced the movement for dis-establishment and for religious

freedom; the tendency received special impetus because of the

wartime alliance with Catholic France, and the comradeship that

developed among the predominantly Protestant Americans

—

civilian and military—and the thousands of French Catholic

officers and men on military and naval duty here.

The most advanced position of the time on this question, as

on so many others, is expressed cogently by Thomas Jefferson. As

may be seen by his reasoning in the matter, the revolutionary

objection to religious intolerance was grounded in the generalized

concept of freedom of thought, expression and association. In his

Notes on Virginia, Jefferson considers the man who may be in

error and argues :

Constraint may make him worse by making him a hypocrite,

but it will never make him a truer man. It may fix him ob-

stinately in his errors, but will not cure them. Reason and free

enquiry are the only effectual agents against error. Give a loose

to them, they will support the true religion, by bringing every

false one to their tribunal to the test of their investigation. They

are the natural enemies of error, and of error only.

The most advanced piece of legislation in this area was the

Statute of Religious Freedom, which Jefferson introduced into
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the Virginia legislature in 1779, but which was only adopted in

January, 1786, after a very bitter struggle.

As JefTerson’s Declaration of Independence classically eluci-

dates the finest tenets of the Revolution’s roots, so his Statute of

Religious Freedom beautifully distills the best of that Revolu-
tion s impact. The human mind, it holds, must not be constrained
nor intimidated, for ‘‘all attempts to influence it by temporal
punishments or burdens, or by civil incapacitations, tend only
to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness.” It denounces “the
impious presumption of legislators and rulers, civil as well as

ecclesiastical, who being themselves but fallible and uninspired
men, have assumed dominion over the faith of others”; it specifi-

cally condemns any established church or any formal church-
state tie. It insists “that our civil rights have no dependence on
our religious opinions, any more than our opinions in physics or
geometry”; it adds that “to suffer the civil magistrate to intrude
his powers into the field of opinion, and to restrain the profession

or propagation of principles on supposition of their ill tendency,
is a dangerous fallacy.” The preamble of this great Act closes

with these words

:

It is time enough for the rightful purposes of civil govern-
ment, for its officers to interfere when principles break out into
overt acts against peace and good order; and finally, that truth
is great and will prevail if left to herself, that she is the proper
and sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear from
the conflict, unless by human interposition disarmed of her
natural weapons, free argument and debate, errors ceasing to
be dangerous where it is permitted freely to contradict them.

Hence, said the statutory section of this Law of 1786:

no man shall be compelled to frequent or support any religious
worship, place or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced,
restrained, molested, or burthened in his body or goods, nor
shall otherwise suffer on account of his religious opinions or be-
lief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by arguments
to maintain, their opinions in matters of religion, and that the
same shall in no wise diminish, enlarge or affect their civil

capacities.

This represented the ultimate accomplishment in church-state

relations, and in terms of civil rights, of the Revolutionary era;
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while introduced in 1779, it was not enacted until seven years of

effort passed. During the Revolution, disabilities based upon reli-

gion were onerous and common. Thus, New Hampshire, Massa-

chusetts, New Jersey, and the Carolinas forbade any but Protes-

tants to hold public office; Pennsylvania and Delaware required

that they be Christians. But the negative way of putting this is

non-historical, for it is the elimination of religious disqualifica-

tions, not their retention, which is characteristic of the develop-

ments during the Revolution and in the generation that followed.

It was momentous that eight states during the Revolution acted

to permit Catholics to hold public office and that four states

advanced to the point of granting this right to Jews. Strictly

religious prohibitions tended to be relaxed, also, not only in the

disestablishment of the Anglican Church in Maryland, the Caro-

linas, Georgia and Virginia, but also in such acts as that in the

Massachusetts Constitution of 1780 allowing public worship by

Catholics.

The generally nationalizing, as well as democratizing, influence

of the Revolution reflected itself in the sphere of religion. Thus,

the Anglican Church in the United States, severing its organic

ties with the Church in England, emerged as the Protestant

Episcopal Church with (in 1789) a bicameral assembly, like the

nation itself, made up of a House of Bishops and a House of Lay

and Clerical Deputies. Similarly, the Dutch and the German

Reformed Churches became completely independent of eccle-

siastical authorities in the Old Countries, while the Catholic

Church in the United States was severed from the jurisdiction of

the English Vicar Apostolic.

Thus, while it is true that by the end of the Revolutionary era

only two states, Rhode Island and Virginia, had achieved full

religious freedom and total separation of church and state, it is

also true that in the era great strides were made in terms of

democratizing, liberalizing and nationalizing religious aspects

of life.

V

The Revolution gave significant impetus to progressive develop-

ment in many other areas of social life. Prominent among these
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were, the position of women; the field of education; the treat-
ment of criminals.

As we have tried to show, the vast majority of the American
population supported the Revolutionary effort. This support most
certainly extended to the women; indeed, contemporaries re-
ported that the women were more ardent in their desire for
change and separation from England than were the men.
Women actively supported the popular demonstrations and

participated in all of the activities, notably of boycott, which
preceded and accompanied the Revolution. They were towers of
strength in terms of morale and supply throughout the years
of fighting. And they were especially prominent in the struggles
against corruption and profiteering that so seriously sapped the
strength of the Revolutionary forces. Notable in this regard was
the action of a considerable group of women in Boston, in 1777,
who broke into the warehouses of a hoarding and speculating
merchant, dumped the businessman into a cart and divided his
supplies among themselves. Women elsewhere, desperate for food
or clothing, acted similarly, as in East Hartford, Connecticut,
also in 1777.

The real beginnings of industry in the United States date from
the Revolutionary period and in this women played a part. Thus,
the American Manufactory of Philadelphia, established in 1775,
employed as many as 400 women. With the origins of wage-
earners went the origins of their struggles against the employers.
Hence during the Revolution work-stoppages occurred, especially
as the swift increase in living costs ran ahead of the rise in pay,
and as this condition was aggravated by runaway inflation. Not-
able was the strike in Virginia in 1777 of women laboring as
shirtmakers, for an increase in their piece-rate.

During the Revolutionary period the power of parents over
youngsters, especially in connection with ^'arranged” marriages,
was seriously questioned, and the practice went into decline.
The same reasoning which saw affection and mutual esteem

as necessary preconditions for the contracting of marriage, would
see their absence as the justification for the termination of mar-
riage. As a result, it was considerably easier to obtain a divorce
in the newly-revolutionized United States than it was in Europe,
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and five states—New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island,

New Jersey, and Pennsylvania—enacted laws for this purpose.

This was in line with Abigail Adams’ well-known complaint to

her husband John, that while Americans were rebelling against

the King’s tyranny, they ignored the tyranny exercised by hus-

bands towards wives. Mrs. Adams does not seem to have had in

mind so much the lack of political rights for women, as she did

women’s complete absence of adulthood so far as common law

was concerned, and especially her being denied effective prop-

erty rights. Mrs. Adams denounced, also, as she wrote in 1778,

“the trifling, narrow, contracted education of the females of my

own country.”

It is a fact, however, that the question of political rights, and

particularly of propertied widows being taxed without any repre-

sentation, was raised by women, whose objections evoked sympa-

thetic response, though moderately phrased, from men like John

Adams, Thomas Jefferson and Richard Henry Lee. Some men

outstanding in this connection was Thomas Paine—did support

the idea of enfranchising women. It is significant that the ques-

tion: “Whether women ought to be admitted into the Magistracy

and Government of Empires and Republics,” was debated by

Yale students during the Revolution
;
presumably the affirmative

side was represented as well as the negative. In any case, clearly,

th posing of the question reflects the impact of the Revolution

upon this area of life.

During the Revolution, property and inheritance rights of

women were enhanced and especially notable progress was made

in furthering the idea that “trifling” education for women was

not sufficient. The establishment of schools for girls was common

in the era and manifested a distinct trend towards the equaliza-

tion of the status of women in the United States.

VI

The Revolution, with its emphasis upon reason, popular sov-

ereignty and human equality, naturally tended to further a reno-

vation in the whole theory and practice of education. The trend

in the United States, very much reinforced, if not inspired, by the
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Revolution was towards secular, scientific, humanistic, demo-
cratic, universal education. The reactionary idea of education
as the exclusive privilege of the rich, and as an instrumentality
for their continued domination, was challenged, though by no
means overthrown, by the American Revolution.
Thomas Paine, in A Serious Address to the People of Penn-

sylvania,’’ first printed in December, 1778, declared that “there
are two ways of governing mankind”; one, was “by keeping
them ignorant,” the other, “by making them wise.” He con-
tinued: “The former was and is the custom of the old world. The
latter of the new.” Developing this theme, Paine wrote:

It has been the constant practice of the old world to hold up
a government to the people as a mystery, and of consequence to
govern them through their ignorance. And on the contrary it is
the practice of the new world, America, to make men as wise as
possible, so that their knowledge being complete, they may be
rationally governed.

More precisely, the Revolutionary idea was to have an edu-
cated populace not so that they might be governed rationally, but
rather that, since the aim of the Revolution was to establish an
independent Republic where the people were sovereign, to assure
an educated populace so that they might govern themselves
rationally. Somewhat subtler questions—as to the class nature
of the State, and the consequent essential domination of its

educating structure by the rulers of the State—did not present
themselves as major matters of concern, or, at least, of public
discussion.

Later, in his Rights of Man, Paine made explicit the logical
connection between a Republic and universal education, for:
“A nation under a well regulated government should permit none
to remain uninstructed. It is monarchical and aristocratical gov-
ernments, only, that require ignorance for their support.”
Thomas JefTerson was especially impressed with the necessity

for public and thorough education, if government was to be
democratic, and if it was to remain democratic. Hence did he
favor universal education and public libraries, galleries, museums
and other depositories of learning and culture for the enlighten-
ment of the populace. Jefferson viewed public enlightenment as



248 The American Revolution

a protection against the corruption of government and as a vital

accompaniment of popular participation in government.^

That future generations were to discover complexities in edu-

cation and its relation to government, not clearly foreseen by

Jefferson—nor, it may be believed, yet fully comprehended by

those future generations—does not detract from the transforming

essence of the American Revolution so far as the theory and, to

a large degree, the practice of education are concerned.

Writing from Paris in August, 1786, to the distinguished Vir-

ginia jurist, George Wythe, Jefferson declared “the diffusion of

knowledge among the people” was the only “sure foundation

for the preservation of freedom and happiness. In France

he saw the people “loaded with misery, due to the exactions

and oppressions of “kings, nobles, and priests, wherefore he

urged “a crusade against ignorance”

:

Let our countrymen know, that the people alone can protect

us against these evils, and that the tax which will be paid for

this purpose, is not more than the thousandth part of what will

be paid to kings, priests and nobles, who will rise up among us

if we leave the people in ignorance.

Frederick Tolies, in his already-mentioned essay on Jameson’s

ideas concerning the social impact of the Revolution, correctly

points out that: “Curiously, Jameson found little evidence of

educational advance in the Revolutionary era, except for the

founding of new colleges.” Tolies then goes on, taking a broader

view of education,” to summarize “a number of important de-

velopments directly or indirectly related to wartime experience.

These he presents as follows

:

the improvement of medicine (including dentistry)^ and of

medical education; the emergence of civil engineering from

military engineering; the founding of Judge Tapping Reeves

“law school” at Litchfield, Connecticut, in 1784; the diffusion

of scientific knowledge through the revived activity of the

American Philosophical Society and the founding [in 1780] of

the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and not^ least

important—the informal education, the widening of horizons,

that resulted from wartime mobility, from the fact that, for

the first time, many Americans rubbed elbows-—and minds

not only with Europeans but with other Americans.
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Certainly part of the educational impact of the Revolution, as
Dixon Ryan Fox and Evarts B. Greene especially remarked, was
the overcoming of a regionalism and a provincialism that had
marked colonial life. With this went a nationalizing and democ-
ratizing content to educational and intellectual life during the
Revolution, which scholars like Merle Curti and Harvey Wish
have documented.

Further, the Revolutionary constitutions of five states—Massa-
chusetts, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Georgia, Vermont

—

affirmed the public responsibility for the education of its citizenry.

Money and land realized during the Revolution by the confisca-

tion of loyalist estates and the acquisition of crown lands were
used directly for educational purposes in New York, Connecticut,
Virginia, the Carolinas and Georgia. Thus, Transylvania Univer-
sity in Lexington, Kentucky (then Virginia) was founded on the
basis of 8,000 acres of land, confiscated from Tories. Again, states

made definite, and often generous, provisions for assisting ele-

mentary and higher levels of education—notable was the Georgia
act of 1783 granting 1,000 acres to every county for the support
of its schools.

Indicative of changes in quantity and quality of educational
activity, prior to, and during and immediately after the Revolu-
tion, is the fact that while of ten colleges established by 1776 but
one was non-sectarian, during the next 20 years 14 colleges were
founded, of which only four were denominational.

George Wythe in Virginia and James Wilson in Pennsylvania,
in launching professorships in law did so quite consciously in

terms of vindicating American independence in jurisprudence as

well as in national terms. Similarly, Benjamin Waterhouse,
pioneer instructor in medicine at the Harvard Medical School
(established in 1782), felt that “a country so completely inde-

pendent in other respects as the United States . . . should blush

to be indebted to foreign seminaries for first principles of pro-

fessional instruction” Noah Webster in spelling and Jedidiah
Morse in geography were intent upon producing American text-

books, emphasizing national and democratic values.

The war itself, in its physical impact and necessities, led to

notable advances in the organization and standardization of
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medical practice. The first medical handbooks, pharmacopoeia,

and general tests for proficiency made their appearance with the

Revolution. At the same time there appeared, especially in the

work of John Morgan and Benjamin Rush, an effort to develop

an American approach to the theory and practice of public

health, rather than an exclusive dependence upon European

authority.

The interrelation of these values and their challenge for Amer-

ican education and scholarship were made quite explicit by

Jefferson, writing from Paris in March, 1789, to Dr. Joseph

Willard, President of Harvard. Proudly describing the scientific

contributions of “two of our countrymen,” Thomas Paine and

James Ramsey, he went on:

What a field have we at our doors to signalize ourselves in!

The Botany of America is far from being exhausted, its Miner-

alogy is untouched, and its Natural History or Zoology, totally

mistaken and misrepresented. ... It is for such institutions as

that over which you preside ... to do justice to our country,

its productions and its genius. It is the work to which the young

men, whom you are forming, should lay their hands. We have

spent the prime of our lives in procuring them the precious

blessing of liberty. Let them spend theirs in showing that it is

the great parent of science and virtue; and that a nation will be

great in both, always in proportion as it is free.

Jefferson in 1776 attempted to get Virginia to establish a

system of public libraries. Three years later, and for several years

thereafter, Jefferson tried—in vain, at that time—to have Vir-

ginia adopt what would have been a close approximation to the

modern school systems: The state to be divided into districts,

each with a public school, where all children of free parents

might receive without cost a minimum of three years instruction

in history and the “three R’s,” with provisions for talented,

though poor, students to be educated, without cost to themselves,

all the way through college. Though it was not until 1796 that

Virginia enacted a public education law—even then it was but

a very pale imitation of Jefferson’s proposal—still that proposal

belongs in the history of the Revolution’s transforming impact.

Momentous was the educational provision, inspired by Jeffer-

son, in the Land Ordinance adopted May 20, 1785, by the
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Congress of the Confederation. The Ordinance, following Vir-
ginia’s somewhat belated cession of its Western lands to the
federal government (December 20, 1783), laid the foundations
for the public land system as it continued for another 80 years.
It contained the following clause: “There shall be reserved the
lot No. 16, of every township, for the maintenance of public
schools within the said township.”

Again, in the Northwest Ordinance, enacted July 13, 1787,
the Confederation Congress, prodded by land speculators com-
bined in the Ohio Company of Associates, provided the adminis-
trative structure for the governing of this vast area. In the course
of establishing a system founded on “the fundamental principles
of civil and religious liberty,” basic to the American republics
{i.e., states), the Ordinance, in its third Article, provided: “Re-
ligion, morality, and knowledge, being necessary to good gov-
ernment and the happiness of mankind, schools and the means
of education shall forever be encouraged.”
We have already seen that the Revolution’s impact upon the

Negro people and upon the thinking of whites concerning Negroes
was marked and generally salutary. It is to be observed that, as
part of the era s atmosphere there appeared various economic,
social and religious organizations among Negroes. Accompanying
this went collective demands from Negroes for various forms of
relief ranging from an end to slavery, to the right to vote and
to receive an education.

The foregoing establishes that the American Revolution, as

part of its social impact, had a clear and important influence
upon democratizing the theory and practice of public education.
A word of caution, however, is needed. Democratization was the

tendency in educational theory and practice produced by the
Revolution. This tendency did not, of course, achieve its goal

—

not even by the mid-20th century, let alone the late 18th. The
predominant view on education, natural to a class-stratified

society, was expressed in an unsigned article, “An Examination of

the Question: Whether the Children of the Poor Should Re-
ceive a Literary Education or Not?” in the influential Philadel-

phia magazine, American Museum, September, 1789.

The query is answered in the negative. This is explained on
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the grounds that some who are poor must always be with us,

that being poor meant working hard and getting little in return,

and that:

As nothing but early habit can render it tolerable, therefore

to give to the meanest of the people an education beyond that

station which providence has assigned them, is doing them a

real injury. . . . We may pity the state of such, but we seldom

hear them complain. Having never known better things, they

are contented with their lot. ... If their industry affords them

only the plainest food and clothing, it is some compensation

that they are perplexed with no other care.

Nevertheless, the need to pose the question and to answer it,

is something of a tribute to the generally democratic impulse

which the Revolution gave to education.

VII

In the areas of criminology and penology, also, the Revolution

served as an innovator and accelerator of humanist and demo-

cratic ideas and conduct. Again, as in the cases of education,

slavery, women’s rights, so here the application was organic to the

Revolutionary outlook. The democratic emphasis upon equali-

tarianism and the repudiation of man’s innate and ineradicable

depravity, called for attention to social and environmental con-

ditions where individual failure appeared. Nothing was more

starkly indicative of such failure than criminality; perhaps, given

Revolutionary postulates, the criminal was more sinned against

than sinning? And, perhaps, reform rather than punishment

should be the central emphasis in penology?

Moreover, the whole concept of criminality was attacked from

another angle, especially suggesting itself to Revolutionists. This

was the fact that one era’s crime was another’s glory; that had

George III caught Washington, Adams and Jefferson, they would

have ended their days abruptly on a gibbet as damnable crim-

inals, rather than living out long lives filled with numerous and

high honors. A whole series of crimes—conspiracy, sedition, libel,

treason, heresy—had had strange careers and sharp alterations
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within the lifetime of any mature American living in 1780. Surely,
this was cause for thought as to the nature of crime, its mutabil-
ity, its dependence upon social convention and organization;
clearly, criminology, as penology, was to be transformed by the
Era of the Revolution.

As the American Revolution properly may be viewed as a
grand result of the Age of Reason, so many of the social innova-
tions stimulated by that Revolution were inherent in the Age
itself. We have seen this to be true in such matters as education
and enslavement; it was true, too, in the area of crime, and
punishment therefor.

Thus it is that in the years just preceding the Revolution, sev-

eral European leaders of the Age of Reason turned their attention
to penology, moved thereto not only by the logical assumptions
of rationalism, but also by the abominations committed every-
where in Europe against those—men, women and children—who
ran afoul of the Draconian systems of law. Outstanding in

this connection were the Italian jurist and economist, Cesare
Beccaria (1738-1794), and the English reformer, John Howard
(1726-1790).

In this same period, concern with the welfare of prisoners

—

especially, but not exclusively, those jailed for indebtedness

—

appears in the American press. Beginning no later than 1749,
notices appear, for example, of affairs being conducted “for the
benefit of the poor prisoners” (New York Post Boy, October 30,

1749), while in the 1760’s the Sons of Liberty made it a practice

to donate food to those held in New York City jails.

By 1776 there appeared, in Philadelphia, a Society for Assist-

ing Distressed Prisoners, and individuals like Franklin, Jefferson,

Madison and Benjamin Rush were actively involved in organiza-
tional and legislative efforts at prison reform.

Indicative of the advance in thinking on this matter is the fact

that the 1776 Pennsylvania Constitution urged the reform of
the criminal code so that punishments might be “less sanguinary,
and in general more proportionate to the crime.” Again, in 1777,
the State Council of Delaware appointed a committee to investi-

gate prisons; the theme of its report appears in this sentence
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from it: “It is frequently found by experience, that ignominious

and disgraceful punishments harden more offenders than they

reclaim.”

In Virginia, beginning in 1776, the barbarous criminal code

—copied from the British, which at that time made 160 offenses

subject to capital punishment—was reformed, and death as a

penalty was abolished for all crimes but murder and treason.

Jefferson fought against the chain gang and was influential in

getting the State to build the Richmond Prison which separated

its inmates according to sex and crime. Pennsylvania, where 53

individuals had been executed from 1779 to 1789 for crimes

other than murder, finally (in 1794) after the agitation of the

Revolutionary era, abolished capital punishment for all crimes

other than murder. In New York City and in Philadelphia im-

portant reforms in prison management—separation of inmates,

salaried jailors, prohibition of dispensing of liquor to prisoners,

etc.—were accomplished in the same general period.

In 1787 was formed the first organization in the world devoted

to the reform of penological practices (as distinct from charity

for prisoners). This—the work of Franklin, Rush, William Brad-

ford and Caleb Lownes—was the Philadelphia Society for Alle-

viating the Miseries of Public Prisons. Harry Elmer Barnes, in his

Evolution of Penology in Pennsylvania (1927), has summarized

the results of the movement which led to this Society and which

was invigorated by it. Barnes wrote

:

In 1775 there was little or no imprisonment as a normal pun-

nishment for crimes. Felonies were almost exclusively punished

by death and the lesser offenses by fines or brutal forms of

corporal punishment, such as whipping, branding, mutilating,

and exposure in the stocks and pillory. There was no unified

state prison system. The local county and municipal jails were

the typical penal institutions of the period. In them there was
no classification or separation of convicts on any basis. No labor

was provided. There was no moral nor educational instruction.

No attention was given to the possibilities of reforming the of-

fenders. The only aim of criminal jurisprudence and penal pro-

cedure was the utter extinction of serious offenders and the de-

terence of others by brutak painful and humiliating penalties.
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Within a generation—and most of it accomplished from 1776
to 1794—this whole theory and system was transformed and, in
Pennsylvania, there existed a penal system more advanced than
any other in the world. “The outstanding feature of the change,”
said Barnes, was that the combination of an elimination of most
of the capital crimes and of a wide use of imprisonment in the
repression of crime, necessitated for the first time the provision of
a complete system of penal institutions and a systematic regula-
tion of their administration.”

The most remarkable contributions to the theory of penology
in the United States at this time were made by the great revolu-
tionary patriot. Dr. Benjamin Rush. In 1787 was published his
Inquiry into the Effects of Public Punishments upon Criminals
and upon Society; in 1792 appeared his Considerations on the
Injustice and Impolicy of Punishing Murder by Death.

Here Rush related crime to mental imbalance or illness, and
stressed that the aim of penal institutions should be the cure or
the rehabilitation of the inmates. To this end, he proposed that
such institutions assume more the character of communities, with
homes and gardens and churches. He was particularly indignant
at the use of physical punishment and torture and demanded, in
the name of “reason and humanity,” their elimination. He in-
sisted, too, that “murder is propagated by hanging for murder”;
Rush was one of the first to condemn capital punishment in toto
and per se.

These views on penology were related to Rush’s remarkable
insights into psychological and psychiatric problems. Albert
Deutsch, in his The Mentally III in America (1937), devoting a
chapter to Rush, quite properly entitled it “Father of American
Psychiatry.” This concern with mental illness, in which the
Revolution also provides initial impetus, similarly reflects the
humane, democratic and rational kernel of that great social

upheaval.

VHI

There was one group of criminals in the 18th century for whom
arrest and imprisonment (sometimes confinement to an area
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rather than a building), not execution or physical punishment

was the rule: the insolvent debtor. Imprisonment or arrest for

debt was very common in America at this time and involved

many thousands of victims.^ Thus, for example, half the inmates

of Philadelphia jails in 1785 were imprisoned for debt; in New
York City from January, 1787, to December, 1788, almost 1,200

persons had been confined to the city prison for debt; in many

instances their indebtedness did not exceed 20 shillings.

The movement to eliminate debt imprisonment, while not gen-

erally successful until the Jacksonian era, was launched during

the Revolutionary period. Again this reflected the egalitarian and

democratic content of the Revolution. Thus it was, that Yale

seniors in 1786 argued affirmatively to the question: “Whether

Imprisonment for Debt ought to be abolished in all civilized

States?” and that a “Friend of Liberty” writing in the New
Jersey Brunswick Gazette, September 9, 1788, declared the im-

prisonment of insolvent debtors to be unreasonable and cruel.

The radical Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776 provided that

there was to be no imprisonment for debt where presumption of

fraud was not strong, and where all assets had been turned over

to creditors. The North Carolina Constitution of the same year

contained a similar provision. In New York, a legislative effort in

1776 to prohibit debt imprisonment was vetoed by the Council

of Revision. In 1784, however, a law was passed, based on colo-

nial precedent, permitting an insolvent debtor to win release from

jail by going through a bankruptcy proceeding, if creditors hold-

ing a minimum of 75 per cent of the indebtedness approved.

The dependence upon the creditors’ benevolence did not result

in wholesale liberation of debt prisoners; the post-Revolutionary

economic downturn added to their number. Inflation was one

expedient resorted to by several states to help debtors
;
in addition.

New York, by an act passed in April, 1787, discharged from jail

all debtors held therein for debt less than £15. Such relief fol-

lowed public discussion, numerous petitions from debtors and

their families, and from organized representations, as reflected

in the appearance, for example, of the New York Society for the

Relief of Distressed Debtors (formed January, 1787).

In 1789, New York passed a law restricting to not more than
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30 days’ jail confinement, debtors newly convicted where the
indebtedness did not exceed £10. Complete abolition of debt
imprisonment in New York, however, was not to come for an-
other generation. This was stimulated not only by mass pressure,

but also by the business community’s desire for effective bank-
ruptcy law and more rational protection of creditors’ interests

than the jailing of debtors—especially when, as happened begin-
ning in the 1790’s, laws were passed (for example, in Pennsyl-
vania in 1792) requiring that creditors contribute to the cost

of feeding jailed debtors.

One of the most enlightened of the immediate post-Revolu-
tionary acts on debt imprisonment was that passed by Massachu-
setts, in 1788, stimulated by Shays’ Rebellion. This law provided
for the release of debtors who swore that they could not pay
either their debts nor their prison expenses, and creditors were
rorbidden to continue the incarceration by paying the board.



Chapter XV

The Economic Effects

of the Revolution

In addition to significant advances

in particular areas of social iniquity—as slavery, the inferior

status of women, educational inadequacies, religious intolerance,

barbarous criminal procedures,—^the Revolution stimulated action

on the broadest front of economic domination. Just as the Revo-

lution resulted in significant changes in political organization, so

it led to a re-examination of, and some alteration in, the basic

economic postulates and forms of the old society.

Something of the intention in this matter, and the dimensions

of accomplishment, as viewed by contemporaries, comes through

in a letter from one not ordinarily associated with radicalism,

John Adams. In 1777, Patrick Henry wrote Adams telling him

of the patriots’ efforts in Virginia to democratize their southern

society so that it more nearly approximated that of New England.

John Adams gave Henry every encouragement, and then gener-

alized with these words

:

The dons, the bashaws, the grandees, the patricians, the

sachems, the nabobs, call them what name you please, sigh, and

groan, and fret, and sometimes stamp, and foam, and curse, but

all in vain. The decree is gone forth, and cannot be recalled,

that a more equal liberty than has prevailed in other parts of

the earth, must be established in America. That exuberance of

pride which has produced an insolent domination in a few, a

258
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very few, insolent and monopolizing families, will be brought

At the same time, astute contemporaries, realizing the dual
aspect of the Revolution—internal and external, with the two
mterpenetratmg-sought to push forward, or to restrain (de-
pending upon their views

) changes in basic social relationships.
Jefferson put the feelings of the Left concerning this matter with
his customary lucidity in a letter written in 1 780, as the war wascoming to a close

:

repeated, that the time for fixingevery essential right on a legal basis is while our rulers arlhonest, and oupelves united. From the conclusion of this warwe shall be going down hill. It will not then be necessary toresort eve^ moment to the people for support. They wiU beforgotten therefore and their rights disregarded.
^

I

An important component of the American Revolution was a
commitment against monopolization of economic power and
resources; a dedication to the task of building a fluid, equitable
prosperous society, without exclusive privileges, legal or caste-
frozen advantages. Basically, in the Revolution, one had signifi-
cant progress in removing or weakening obstacles to capitalist
evelopment, and for that era everything that helped release

cartalist development represented progressive economic change.
There was, during fte Revolution, a fervent desire to maintain

and build a society without the extremes of poverty, and luxury
hat chararterized England and France. This was joined with
the conviction that, given the new nation’s extraordinary expanse
enormous resources, republican government—and, given the
basic ideological groundwork of the Revolution, a confidence in
rationality and the unconquerable power of scientific inquiry—
It would be possible in the United States to create really a new
social order which would inspire the oppressed of the world asmuch as its new political order inspired the enthralled.
Such fundamental social and economic transformation was
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not possible. Relationships based upon the private ownership of

the means of production—in the hands of manufacturers, mer-

chants, real-estate operators, farmers—not only could not then

be altered, or seriously challenged, but were rather in the process

of consolidation and development during the era of the Revolu-

tion. But what one does have are attacks upon anything conflict-

ing with, inhibiting, or challenging this property relationship; and

one has this when this relationship was young, fresh and progres-

sive. The relationship was one having within it the capacity of

infinitely advancing productivity and of aligning itself with

efforts to eliminate obstacles to its fullest development.

Where property relationships were foreign to the “free enter-

prise” essence of young capitalism, they came under attack and,

in almost all cases, were significantly altered, if not eliminated. To

some extent, this applied even to the slave system and the slave-

trade feeding it—as we have seen. But here the attack fell far

short, and the following factors explain the failure. ( 1 )
The pre-

dominant nature of the economy based on free labor was either

mercantile—in which case there was a complementary, not com-

peting, relationship between the merchants and the planters—or

was agricultural, in which again, at that time, the grounds for

compatibility were greater than those for hostility. (2) The slave

system was confined to one area, in which it predominated; this

tended to abate and delay the conflict between classically develop-

ing capitalist society with plantation slavery, while it made very

formidable the power of the slave system within its zone of

concentration. (3) Racism was virulent and widespread, rooted

in the rape of Africa, the genocidal policy toward the Indian

peoples, and the ideological requirement of the slave system itself

;

this tended to vitiate significant political or moral opposition, by

whites, to the existence of “the peculiar institution.”

While then there was some advance in the anti-slavery cause

during the Revolution, it was not nearly so great as the advances

made in extirpating remnants of feudalism. Here the vested in-

terests involved, while potent and tenacious, were much weaker

than the slaveowners; and here, too, the legal and economic

ramifications more clearly and immediately conflicted with rising

American capitalism, largely landed and mercantile as it was.
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Thomas Jefferson, in his Autobiography, stated that in Vir-
ginia there were four laws passed during the Revolutionary
period which formed ‘‘a system by which every fibre would be
eradicated of ancient or future aristocracy; and a foundation laid
for a government truly republican.” Two of these—separation of
church and state, and the efforts at establishing pubhc education

have already been sufficiently described. The other two may be
indicated in Jefferson’s words:

^

The repeal of the laws of entail would prevent the accumula-
tion and perpetuation of wealth, in select families, and preserve
the soil of the country from being daily more and more absorbed
in mortmain. The abolition of primogeniture, and equal parti-
tion of inheritances, removed the feudal and unnatural distinc-
tions which made one member of every family rich, and all the
rest poor, substituting equal partition, the best of all agrarian
laws.^

The significance of these feudal laws and institutions so far as
colonial Virginia was concerned, and the revolutionary motiva-
tion for their repeal, again are described authoritatively by Jeffer-
son, in his Autobiography:

In the earlier times of the colony, when lands were to be
obtained for little or nothing, some provident individuals pro-
cured large grants; and, desirous of founding great families for
themselves, settled them on their descendants in fee tail [i.e., not
subject to alienation.] The transmission of this property from
generation to generation, in the same name, raised up a distinct
set of families, who, being privileged by law in the perpetuation
of their wealth, where thus transformed into a Patrician order,
distinguished by the splendor and luxury of their establishments.
From this order, too, the king habitually selected his counsellors
of State; the hope of which distinction devoted the whole corps
to the interests and will of the crown.

Jefferson continued:

To annul this privilege, and instead of an aristocracy of
wealth, of more harm and danger, than benefit, to society, to
make an opening for the aristocracy of virtue and talent, which
nature has wisely provided for the direction of the interests of
society, and scattered with equal hand through all its condi-
tions, was deemed essential to a well-ordered republic.
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Jefferson declared that to effect this change, “no violence was

necessary, no deprivation of natural right, but rather an enlarge-

ment of it by a repeal of the law.” One may certainly agree that

the elimination of primogeniture and entail enhanced freedom,

but it seems somewhat disingenuous of Jefferson to remark that

to secure this “no violence was necessary”; for the point is that

it was the Revolution which offered the opportunity and pro-

duced the Legislature—with Jefferson a member—which in fact,

repealed these laws. The repeal of these feudal land laws was as

much a result of the Revolution as was independence from Great

Britain.

It is, moreover, worth noting, as Jefferson does, that even in

the Revolutionary legislature the opposition to repeal, led by

Edmund Pendleton, was bitter and prolonged and came “within

a few votes” of success.

That under capitalist law, land engrossing has been possible

and does exist, does not invalidate the decisive advance in terms

of releasing the economy and adding social fluidity that the

attack upon entail, primogeniture and other features of feudal

law meant.

Thomas P. Abemethy, in his stimulating book. From Frontier

to Plantation in Tennessee (1932), added another, and related,

motive for the attack upon feudal land laws. He did this in de-

scribing the work of the predominantly conservative North Caro-

lina legislature of 1784 which, while it enacted a law basing

land taxation upon quantity, rather than value—thus favoring

the rich easterners—also abolished entail and primogeniture.

Wrote Abemethy, of the latter legislation

:

It was in accord with the spirit of the times that this should

have been done, but it would not so easily appear to have been

in accord with the temper of the body which did it. However,

the contradiction is hardly so great as it might seem. Speculators

require a fluid medium in which to work, not a stable one.

They are engaged in the building up of fortunes, not in the

preservation of those already accumulated. Primogeniture and

entail can easily be dispensed with by such men.

In addition to the elimination of entail and primogeniture in

Virginia and North Carolina, significant legislation of a similar
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nature, at times with additional details, was enacted elsewhere.
Thus, primogeniture was terminated in Georgia (1777), Mary-
land (1785) and in South Carolina (1790). In the New Jersey
legislation of 1780 ending primogeniture, it was provided, how-
ever, that the share of male heirs was to be double that of females.
Entail of property was prohibited in New Jersey in 1784 and in
New York two years later. Further, in New York, the lordships
and manorial privileges which had been held by the Hudson
River patroons since the days of the Dutch, were terminated by
Revolutionary legislation. Here, however, the failure to eliminate
all special privileges—in the terms of leasing land possessed by
these families caused social turmoil, reaching insurrectionary
proportions, well into the 19th century.

One of the payments that developed as feudalism declined was
quit-rent. This derived its name from its function; i.e., it was a
payment reserved in grants of land, by meeting which the tenant
was freed from—quit of—all other services. This persisted, long
after its original purpose had any real significance, as little more
than a tax accruing to proprietors on the basis of a feudal vestige.

Quit-rents were annoyances during the colonial era, and were real

burdens in two colonies in particular—Maryland and North
Carolina. In the single year 1774, proprietors realized in quit-
rents, largely from these two areas, a total of $100,000. This
obligation was voided by the Revolution.

H
Of great significance, in terms of the availability of land and the
mode of its distribution, consequent upon the Revolution, in addi-
tion to what has already been stated, were: the confiscation of
the King’s forests; the confiscation of the estates of Tories; the
termination of the rights of Proprietors, especially important in

Pennsylvania and Maryland; the granting of land as soldiers’

bounties; and the ehmination of the authority of Great Britain
over the enormous land mass from the Appalachians to the
Mississippi River. It is true that in the latter case one had de
facto possession by several scores of thousands of Indians, but
neither their property rights nor their lives were permitted
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seriously to impede the greed for land on the part of the

Americans.

In some states, the Revolution brought a deeper and more

rapid socio-economic transformation than in others, largely be-

cause of differences in reference to land distribution. Of Mary-

land, for example, Charles Barker, in his already-cited study,

wrote

:

The sloughing off of the old—esp>ecially the feudal—aspects

of the Maryland system was to mark the victory, at last, of the

anti-proprietary movement. The demands of 1739, and more

than those demands, were to be fulfilled by the Revolution in

Maryland. Proprietary offices and fees, the duties and preroga-

tives, the old land system, the collection of quit-rents, and the

tax-supported church—all these were to fall during the Revolu-

tion : Their destruction was to be the completion of generations

of Assembly protest.

In Pennsylvania, the ungranted proprietary lands were taken

over by the State—the Penn family was given a modest compen-

sation—and quit-rents were abolished. In New York, the matter

is best summarized by E. B. Greene, who wrote that “the con-

fiscation and sale of Tory estates brought a considerable redistri-

bution of land ownership and undoubtedly had a certain leveling

effect, partially offset, however, by new concentrations of property

in the hands of speculative purchasers.”

In North Carolina, also, where repression of Tories was notably

severe and prolonged, there was considerable re-distribution of

the confiscated estates of Loyalists. An outstanding example was

that of the enormous holdings of Henry E. McCulloch, appro-

priated by the State and sold by it to about 80 separate families.

Similarly in New Jersey, property shifts due to the Revolution

were sufficient to cause Richard P. McCormick to write that

there, too, “the structure of society had not gone unscathed.”

Spelling this out, McCormick wrote of the general democratiza-

tion in politics in the States and the elimination of entail and

primogeniture, to which reference has already been made. He

also noted that, “Altogether the estates of at least 500 active

loyalists were confiscated and disposed of by New Jersey in the

decade after 1778.” True it is, that a disproportionate share of
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the bonanza was taken by newcomers like William Paterson,
Abraham Clark and John Neilson, but the overall result of the
Revolution in New Jersey was to broaden considerably the owner-
ship of land.

Although, then, it is true that much of the enhanced oppor-
tunity for land ownership, consequent upon the Revolution, was
usurped and monopolized by well-heeled and strategically placed
patriots, it is also a fact that everywhere the enhanced oppor-

tunity did result in a wider distribution of land ownership than
had existed before the Revolution. Further, the Revolution
opened up the development of a generous land-granting system,
extended in the post-war era; it encouraged a constant westward
movement of land-hungry Easterners, and of others fresh from
Europe. The significance in American history of the availability

of relatively cheap, if not completely free, land ever westward
was enormous; a basic result of the American Revolution was to
assure and encourage such availability.

On all these grounds, then, it may be affirmed that the de-
velopments in land tenure and distribution consequent upon the
Revolution had a significant impact upon the political, social

and economic history of the United States.

Ill

We have already considered the Revolution’s impact upon
slavery; what of its effect upon the other widespread form of

formed labor, indentured servitude? This was destined to survive
the Revolution, in diluted form, for a generation. Clearly its

decline and disappearance are attributable to the relatively rapid
industrialization of the northern part of the country accelerating

after the Revolution and the consequent preference for a free,

wage-earning class of workers, to the generous land policy be-
fitting a fabulous empire of public land, and to the fastening upon
the southern part of the country of a plantation system in which
chattel-slave labor was decisive.

Nevertheless, the Revolution itself did have some influence

upon indentured servitude. Something of this story is told in

Abbot E. Smith’s excellent study. Colonists in Bondage (1947)

:
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... at the time of the Revolution, American opinion was either

entirely opposed to the enlistment of servants in the provincial

army, or at least it was insistent that compensation be paid

[to the master]. We have evidence of several soldiers being dis-

charged upon testimony that they were servants, and the As-

sembly of Pennsylvania in 1778 granted money to those whose

servants had enlisted. This act was in answer to such sentiments

as those expressed by a committee from Cumberland County,

which sounded oddly in the midst of the battle for freedom,

“Resolved that all Apprentices and servants are the Property of

their masters and mistresses, and every mode of depriving such

masters and mistresses of their Property is a violation of the

Rights of mankind. . . The Provincial Congress of New
York instructed its officers not to enlist servants, but by 1784

sentiment had altered, for in that year a group of the citizens

of New York, beholding a newly-arrived cargo of servants, de-

clared that the “traffick of White People” was contrary to the

idea of liberty, and voted to pay their passages and set them
free, reimbursing themselves by a small rateable deduction from

the immigrants’ wages.

William Miller, in a study of the Revolution’s impact upon

indenture in Pennsylvania, reported no discernible influence;

possibly he did not exhaust the evidence in that state. Elsewhere,

as in New York, a direct connection between Revolutionary

needs and sentiments and the institution of indenture, does

appear.

Furthermore, it is a fact that many indentured servants

throughout the rebellious area did enlist in the Army and Navy

—legally or illegally; as a result some gained their freedom

—

generally with government compensation for the masters. It is

because of this that Elizabeth Cometti was able to report that

“the war provided a path to freedom for many indentured

servants, both male and female.” Something specific and appar-

ently not exceptional, appears in the experience of a printer and

his apprentice from Worcester, Massachusetts. In 1780, Isaiah

Thomas was served with a draft call for six months’ service in

the Army. In his place he sent his indentured apprentice, who
faithfully performed his military duties; but upon his return, the

young man demanded and obtained an earlier release from his

apprenticeship.
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Louis Hartz, furthermore, in a study of Pennsylvania, while
citing the essay by Miller already mentioned, added: “The Revo-
lution did, however, produce serious practical problems for the

maintenance of the indentured service system.” These problems
derived not only from the wirespread (illegal) enlistment of

servants, but also from the attacks upon the theory and practice of

imprisonment for debt. These attacks we have detailed elsewhere

;

here it is necessary to observe their relation to the weakening of

the indenture system. Writing of revolutionary Pennsylvania,

Hartz declared:

But it is of some significance to observe that the state did,

indirectly, strike a fatal blow at indentured service, and that with
little consideration for the vested rights involved. That blow
was the abolition of imprisonment for debt. The institution of
debtor imprisonment was the legal rock upon which indentured
service rested.

Moreover, during and immediately after the Revolution in

Pennsylvania, New York and Maryland, there were formed so-

cieties, particularly among the German immigrants, to protect

the interests and the health of indentured newcomers. Pennsyl-

vania, through its Register of German Passengers, also under-

took some form of government supervision of their conditions

upon landing; Maryland, by law, reduced the period of maximum
servitude of all indentured workers to four years.

Available evidence shows, then, that the American Revolution

significantly stimulated the process of destroying the system of

indentured servitude.

IV

The Pennsylvania Resolution of 1778 condemning the liberation

of indentured servants as “a violation of the rights of mankind,”
is a striking forerunner of the Decree of June 14, 1791, passed

during the classical French bourgeois revolution outlawing trade

unions as “an attack upon liberty and upon the Declaration of

the Rights of Man.” Both are characteristic of the tendency

among possessors of property to identify the rights of property

with the rights of humanity. Where forms of property relation-
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ship are progressive, historically considered, this identification

may not be wholly amiss
;
but it is indicative of the fundamentally

exploitative nature of the bourgeois property relationship that it

severely inhibits attacks upon chattel and indentured servitude

and illegalizes, where it can, combinations among workers even

when it stands in conflict against colonial and feudal bonds.

It is, however, important to observe that in both the American

and French Revolutions there already appeared the sharp posing

of the conflict between human and property rights, and that in

both there were elements who questioned the whole foundation of

the private ownership of the means of production. So far as the

American Revolution is concerned, this idea represented a press-

ing forward of the quite advanced concepts of Jefferson, who

tended to view fundamental human freedoms as part of one’s

property in oneself, and who also opposed the concentration of

property control in the hands of a few.

A presentation of the attacks upon or questionings of private

property ownership during the American Revolution is necessary

to a comprehension, in a rounded way, of its social and political

content. What follows is offered as indicative, not exhaustive, of

this evidence.

Class feelings were intensified by the Revolution. Colonel

Randolph of Virginia complained in 1780 that “the spirit of

independency was converted into equality.” The Tory, Jonathan

Boucher, reported: “Both employers and the employed ... no

longer live together with anything like attachment and cordiality

on either side; and the laboring classes, instead of regarding the

rich as their guardians, patrons, and benefactors, now look on

them as so many overgrown colossuses, whom it is no demerit

in them to wrong.”

Another contemporary reported from Massachusetts “alarm-

ing symptoms of the abatement in the mind of the people of the

sacredness of private property.” “Agricola,” in the Virginia

Gazette in 1779, went so far as to suggest: “Take the whole trade

of the continent out of the hands of individuals and let it be car-

ried on for the benefit of the public by persons authorized by the

legislature under stated but liberal salaries.”

Less extreme, but related, was the idea Benjamin Franklin
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expressed four years later. He held that property ownership might
well be included under man’s ‘‘natural rights,” but he severely

circumscribed the quantity, if not the kind, of such property that
might be so described. Only that property necessary to a man, in

terms of his conservation and the propagation of children, “is his

natural right, which none can justly deprive him of.” All in

excess is actually public property, for public laws have permitted
its production; hence, the public (presumably, the state) may, by
law, otherwise dispose of such property whenever it decides that

the general welfare requires this.

The views of Thomas Jefferson, on property distribution, were
similar to those of Franklin and were markedly equalitarian. A
rather full development of these views is contained in a letter

Jefferson wrote to Madison from France in October, 1785. It is

this letter which contains the oft-quoted line, “The small land-

holders are the most precious part of a state”
;
but the preceding

remarks, though less often cited or quoted, are necessary if the

particular sentence itself and if Jefferson’s views on property

distribution are to be comprehended. The relevant material, in

full, is as follows

:

I am conscious that an equal division of property is im-
practicable. But the consequences of this enormous inequality
producing so much misery to the bulk of mandkind, legislators

cannot invent too many devices for subdividing property, only
taking care to let their subdivision go hand in hand with the
natural affections of the human mind. The descent of property
of every kind therefore to all the children, or to all the brothers
and sisters, or other relations in equal degree is a politic meas-
ure, and a practicable one.

Another means of silently lessening the inequality of property
is to exempt all from taxation below a certain point, and to tax
the higher portions of property in geometrical progression as

they rise. Whenever there is in any country uncultivated lands
and unemployed poor, it is clear that the laws of property have
been so far extended as to violate natural right. The earth is

given as a common stock to man to labor and live on. If, for the
encouragement of industry we allow it to be appropriated, we
must take care that other employment be permitted to those
excluded from the appropriation. If we do not, the fundamental
right to labor the earth returns to the unemployed.
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It is too soon in our country to say that eve^ man who can-

not find employment but who can find uncultivated land, shall

be at liberty to cultivate it, paying a moderate rent, but it is

not too soon to provide by every possible means that as few as

possible shall be without a little portion of land. The small

landholders are the most precious part of a state.

The sentiment in favor of a more or less radical economic out-

look was stimulated not only by the radicalism natural to revolu-

tionary endeavor; it was stimulated also by the unscrupulous and

selfish activity of many among the rich. This activity was danger-

ous to the cause as well as despicable, and provoked attacks and

proposals for remedy which supplemented general assaults upon

economic inequality such as have already been quoted. Further-

more, the conditions of the laboring portions of the population

were worsened during the fighting; from many of them came

action aimed at reversing this trend and this, too, stimulated

attacks upon property concentration and economic exploitation.

It was the unconscionable behavior of many among the

wealthy that led the Rev. Thomas Allen, a radical Massachu-

setts patriot, to say in a sermon delivered in February, 1776:

It concerned the people to see to it that whilst we are fighting

against oppression from the King and Parliament, that we did

not Suffer it to rise up in our own bowels, that he was not so

much concerned about carrying our point against Great Britain,

as he was of having usurpers rise up against ourselves.

There was fantastic profiteering at the expense of starving

civilians and soldiers; there was the sale of shoddy blankets, de-

fective weapons, inedible food—all threatening military disaster;

there was widespread trading with the enemy. In a word, there

was the normal behavior of so many among the rich seeking to

become richer during a nation’s emergency; their “patriotism”

was then, as always, first and foremost to their own aggrandize-

ment. “Speculation, peculation, engrossing, forestalling with all

their concomitants,” wrote Washington, “afford too many melan-

choly proofs of the decay of public virtue; and too glaring in-

stances of its being the interest and desire of too many who would

wish to be thought friends, to continue the war.”

War and thievery have been, historically, basic methods for
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the “primitive accumulation of capital”; these fitting character-

istics of bourgeois development are the hallmark of the class in

the United States, at its birthing time.

Opposition to profiteering and to monopolistic practices was
intense during the Revolution. Hence it is that the original draft—not, however, the final version—of the Bill of Rights for the

1776 Constitution of Pennsylvania contained this paragraph:

An enormous proportion of property vested in a few indi-
viduals is dangerous to the rights and destructive of the com-
mon happiness of mankind

; and therefore every free state hath
a right to discourage possession of such property.

Maryland’s revolutionary Constitution did denounce monop-
olies as “odious, contrary to the principles of a free government,
and the principles of commerce.” In 1779 this State—goaded on
by the particularly outrageous attempt of Samuel Chase, a mem-
ber of Congress, to comer the market on wheat—enacted a law
forbidding merchants to represent it in Congress.

In several states serious thought was given to laying special

taxes upon wartime profits
;
this was done, however, only in Con-

necticut. Everywhere concern was given to controlling prices,

whose mnaway increases were far outstripping increases in wages.

A bushel of com sold for seven shillings in 1777 and for $80 two
years later; in the same period a pound of beef rose in cost from
eight pence to eight shillings.

Interstate conferences were held on the matter, beginning late

in 1776. By the next year the Continental Congress was urging

similar conventions. At the same time, local congresses met to

control—as a county-wide meeting in Massachusetts, in May,
1777, said—the “avarice and extortion, which, like a resistless

current, has overspread the land.”

Connecticut, adopting price-fixing legislation in November,
1776, said “the rapid and exorbitant rise upon the necessaries

and conveniencies of life ... is chiefly occasioned by monopo-
lizers, that great pest of society, who prefer their own private gain

to the interest and safety of their country.” Yet the fact is that the

price-fixing was more successful in holding down wages (for

the price of labor was also fixed
)
than commodities. Even strikes.
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demonstrations and near civil wars (as that by many Philadelphia

workers, in 1779, aimed against Benedict Arnold and his profit-

eering friends) did not succeed in halting the wartime process

whereby a very few gained fabulous fortunes, and the many
suffered increased privation.

Then, too, the attempt was made to fasten the blame for the

inflation upon the “excessive” demands of working people, despite

the fact, as we have stated, that prices far outdistanced wages

and the profits of the merchants and traders were fantastically

high. Actually, the absence of an effective taxing system, of

effective borrowing of capital and of a sufficiently bold program

of confiscating enemy property stimulated the resort to the print-

ing press as the source of money.

By the Spring of 1780 the Continental Congress confessed

bankruptcy and repudiation ensued. On March 18, 1780, Con-

gress retired outstanding bills at a ratio of 40 to 1, thus cutting

an obligation of $200,000,000 to $5,000,000. The fall continued;

in February, 1781, outstanding bills were retired at a ratio of 75

to 1 ;
by 1783, it stood at 1,000 to 1.

But intimately connected with the inflationary process was

speculation, profiteering and monopolization. James Madison

analyzed Revolutionary inflation in a paper written in 1779 (but

not published until 1792) . There he did not find the fundamental

cause to be, as in the orthodox view, the excessive printing of

money, hence its cheapening and hence the rise of prices. Rather,

Madison reversed the explanation; he saw monopolizers and

profiteers creating “an artificial scarcity of commodities wanted

for public use
;
the consequence of which has been an increase of

their price, and of the necessity, emissions.”

In addition to taxing excessive profits and fixing prices, other

modes of confining the profit motive or curbing monopolization

were considered seriously. Thus, Jefferson, in his proposals for

the Virginia Constitution of 1776 suggested land distribution by

the State, so that every adult free male be in possession of at

least 50 acres. John G. Miller, in his Triumph of Freedom

( 1948), accurately summarized an additional phase of the battle

against profiteering, when he wrote that, at Congress’ recom-

mendation :
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The states themselves engaged in the export of provisions and
the import of war supplies, and even undertook to manufacture
powder and saltpeter. Several states, notably Pennsylvania and
Virginia, operated their own armament factories; and Con-
gress itself established foundries for the manufacture of brass

cannon in Pennsylvania and Connecticut. North Carolina
bought ore lands, and erected furnaces and slitting mills which
supplied the army with guns and bullets; and this state also

took occasion to proclaim the principle that these enterprises,

in every well-founded commonwealth, ought to be owned and
operated by the people.

As a result it was already in the Continental Congress that a

representative, John Jay of New York, propounded the intimi-

dating question, which has since seen such repeated service:

“Shall we shut the door against private enterprise?”

V
The impact of the Revolution upon the American economy was
very great; it summed up to a notable stimulus for the develop-

ment of capitalism.^ The elimination of feudal practices and laws

—such as quit rents, entail, primogeniture—served to provide the

flexibility so necessary for the flourishing of young capitalism.

The elimination of Crown ownership over forests and minerals

and the tendency to turn these great natural resources over to

the rapacious appetites of entrepreneurs also stimulated this

development.

Of course, as already suggested, the war itself provided vast

opportunities for the quick accumulation of great fortunes—^by

more or less legitimately meeting the demands of the war-market,

and by profiteering, trading with the enemy, grafting, and other

kinds of business thievery.

Further, the cancellation of indebtedness to the British served

as an important release for investment funds elsewhere, especially

among Southern planters, particularly in land speculation and fur-

trading. Meanwhile, not only did the war naturally stimulate

manufacturing (especially in textiles and metals), but, in addi-

tion, the whole process of governmental subsidizing of ventures

for private profit began during the Revolution.
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Somewhat ironically, though the American bourgeoisie have

been outstanding in their insistence upon “rugged individualism,”

they have, at the same time, seen to it that the state actively

assisted them—via bounties, grants and immunities—in their

profit-making. This practice was quite notable during the Revo-

lution and, especially, in the immediate post-Revolutionary era.

Thus, several States exempted from taxation for varying periods

many different kinds of manufacturing; land was granted in

other instances; bounties in still others; and loans, at very low

interest rates, were also not uncommon. Meanwhile, through

tariffs and other kinds of restrictive legislation. States further

assisted capitalist enterprise.

During the war “there was an outburst of domestic produc-

tion unlike anything that had gone before,” as Arthur H. Cole

wrote in his study of wool manufacture. By 1790 Pennsylvania

equalled Great Britain as the South’s source of manufactured

goods; by the same year the American demand for glass and

paper was being met by American factories.

The break from England had several significant economic

results of a direct character. The United States, no longer bound

by British mercantile regulations, sought and gained entry, com-

mercially, into Southern European, West Indian, South Ameri-

can and Asian ports hitherto more or less unknown or barred

to American ships. While the severance of the English tie brought

some hardships (as the closing of trade with the British West

Indies) this was more than made up for in the opening of new
opportunities.

Further, the ending of a colonial subordination was the result

of and stimulated national development. One of the results of the

establishment of actual national sovereignty was the opening up

to the unimpeded exploitation by the American bourgeoisie of

the resources of the country, with trade, travel and investment

encouraged, rather than impeded.

Commercial and financial institutions to servdce this national

economic renaissance soon appeared—as the Bank of North

America in 1780, the Bank of New York and the Bank of Boston,

both in 1784.

Robert A. East, in his pioneering study. Business Enterprise
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in the Revolutionary Era (1938), pointed out that prior to the
Revolution, where surplus capital was not invested in commerce,
it was devoted to processing and secondary industries, as distil-

leries, sugar refineries, flour mills, pot and pearl ash work, etc.,

with but the barest beginnings of iron foundries and bloom-
eries. Further, the reliance on British commercial credit, together
with imperial restrictions, made group investment mechanisms
unknown before the Revolution. With the Revolution and im-
mediately thereafter, the economy began notable shifts in all

these respects. A spurt in manufacturing, especially in textiles and
metals appeared

;
a significant reduction in complete dependence

upon British credit began; banks and other pooled commercial
efforts started, through joint-stock methods, in turnpike, bridge
and canal building, in manufacturing and in land speculation.

By way of summary. East writes: “In contrast with the half

dozen American business charters granted in the entire colonial

period, eleven were issued in the United States between 1781
and 1785, twenty-two between 1786 and 1790, and one hundred
and fourteen between 1791 and 1795.”

The American Revolution—its conduct and impact—helped
American capitalism emerge from infancy to childhood. In its

greater extent, wider diversification, developing impersonaliza-
tion, worldwide spread, the economy of the United States in

1790 was notably different from that of 1770. In this, as Profes-

sor Ver Steeg has suggested, the “American Revolution con-
sidered as an economic movement,” was quite as significant as

it was in social, or political or national terms. Indeed, the de-

velopments in all these respects were intertwined; together they
demonstrate the effects of that Revolution to have been so

momentous as to justify the superlative term, “revolution.”

VI

We choose to conclude our presentation of the American Revolu-
tion with quotations from two distinguished personages connected
with it. One is Benjamin Franklin. On May 1, 1777, in a letter

from Paris addressed to Samuel Cooper, Franklin wrote:
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All Europe is on our side of the question, as far as applause

and good wishes can carry them. Those who live under arbitrary

power do nevertheless approve of liberty, and wish for it; they

almost despair of recovering it in Europe
;
they read the transla-

tions of our separate Colony constitutions with rapture; and

there are such numbers everywhere, who talk of removing to

America, with their families and fortunes, as soon as peace and

our independence shall be established, that ’tis generally be-

lieved we shall have a prodigious addition of strength, wealth,

and arts, from the emigrations of Europe; and ’tis thought that„

to lessen or prevent such emigrations, the tyrannies established

there must relax, and allow more liberty to their people. Hence

’tis a common observation here, that our cause is the cause of all

Mankind [italics in original], and that we are fighting for their

liberty in defending our own. ’Tis a glorious task assign’d us

by Providence; which has, I trust, given us spirit and virtue

equal to it, and will at last crown it with success.

The other contemporary is David Hartley, a friend of Franklin,

a scientist and inventor of some distinction, a Whig member of

Parliament, opponent of the war against America, and a nego-

tiator and signer of the 1783 Treaty of Paris formally ending

the war. Hartley prepared a memorandum for the consideration

of the British Government, January 9, 1785, in which—pointing

to its enormous resources and availability of colossal land area

—

he stated that it was certain this new United States of America

was destined to be, in the not very remote future, one of the

greatest powers in the world. But of the first importance, in terms

of the future of the new nation and in terms of its impact upon

the world’s future, David Hartley emphasized the freedom of

the individual and the sovereignty of the people which, because

of the Revolution’s success, might be hall-marks of American

development. Wrote Flartley:

It is a new proposition to be offered for the numerous com-

mon rank of mankind in all the countries of the world, to say

that there are in America fertile soils and temperate climates in

which an acre of land may be purchased for a trifling considera-

tion, which may be possessed in freedom, together with all the

natural and civil rights of mankind. The Congress have already

proclaimed this, and that no other qualification or name is

necessary but to become settlers without distinction of Country

or Persons. The European peasant who toils for his scanty sus-



277The Economic Effects of the Revolution

tenance in penury, wretchedness and servitude, will eagerly fly

to this Asylum for free and industrious labor. The tide of

emigration may set strongly outwards from Scotland, Ireland
and Canada to this new land of promise.

A very great proportion of men in all countries of the world
are without property, and generally are subject to governments
of which they have no participation and over which they have
no control. The Congress have now opened to all the world a
sale of landed settlements where the liberty and property of each
individual is to be consigned to his own custody and de-

fense. . . . These are such propositions of free establishment

as have never yet been offered in the future progress of things.

How well or ill these prospects were to be fulfilled will form

the substance of ensuing pages in this work. But that these were

the promises (or forebodings, depending upon one’s viewpoint)

of the American Revolution and of the new nation whose sov-

ereignty it created, so far as contemporaries were concerned, can-

not be denied. In the continuing struggle for the creation of a

social order wherein the people as a whole direct their own
destinies, in all spheres of human existence, the American Revo-

lution stands as a momentous landmark.
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Reference Motes

CHAPTER 11

^Vincent T. Harlow fully presents this momentous development in The
Founding of the Second British Empire, 1763-1793, vol. I, Discovery and
Revolution (London, 1952, Longmans, Green).

^ These considerations are at least a partial answer to O. M. Dickerson’s

demand: “Whoever seeks to explain the Revolution must show why thirteen

colonies joined in the revolt while seventeen remained loyal”—in Canadian
Historical Review, March, 1942. In Jamaica, in 1774, there were about

13,000 whites and over 192,000 slaves; serious slave uprisings occurred

there in 1765, 1769, 1776.

CHAPTER III

^ In their very useful The Making of American Democracy: Readings and
Documents (2 vols., Rinehart, N.Y., 1950) I, p. 72.

CHAPTER V
^ A leading Irish-born Whig member of Parliament, Isaac Barre, referred

to the Americans as “Sons of Liberty” when arguing against the Stamp
Act. He, and John Wilkes, were Parliamentary leaders of pro-American
sentiment which was very widespread among the British people, as we
shall see later. Their names are immortalized in the city of Wilkes-Barre,

Pennsylvania. Despite the publication of some good studies of this organiza-

tion, as that by Herbert M. Morais, these are all very limited essays. There
is great need for a detailed, book-length examination of the Sons of Liberty.

^ The legislatures of New Hampshire and Georgia sent assurances of

support to the Congress; the Royal Governors of Virginia, North Carolina

and Georgia had refused to permit the Assemblies to gather in order to

select delegates.
^ There is need for a modern, full-length study of the whole phenomenon

of committee organization and the making of the American revolution.

There are two brief works, of some value, but both are over fifty years old:

Edward D. Collins, “Committees of Correspondence of the American Revo-
lution,” in Annual Report of the American Historical Association, 1901,

pp. 245-271; Agnes Hunt, The Provincial Committees of Safety of the

American Revolution (Cleveland, 1904). There is useful material in

Margaret B. Macmillan’s The War Governors in the American Revolution

(N.Y., 1943), especially pp. 15-25.
^ Officially it was simply “The Congress,” but there were several provincial

congresses and so a distinction was necessary. At first the term General
Congress was used, but Continental Congress soon received general usage,
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Officially, with the adoption of the Articles of Confederation, 1781, Con-

gress became “The United States in Congress Assembled.” Despite con-

servative bias, Edmund C. Burnett’s The Continental Congress (N.Y., 1941)

is a definitive work. It should be supplemented by the Journals of the

Congress, edited by W. C. Ford, and the .eight-volume collection. Letters

of Members of the Continental Congress, edited by Burnett.

* Joseph Galloway became a Tory—civil administrator of British-occupied

Philadelphia—and moved to England in 1778. Deane was a leading Revo-

lutionary diplomat in France, but, faced with charges of financial irregulari-

ties, he resigned. Some evidence of disaffection on his part becoming public,

Deane was denounced as a traitor. He spent his life from 1778 to his death

in 1789 abroad virtually in exile. Evidence later appearing that the charge

of treason was excessive, Congress voted $37,000 to his heirs as restitution

in 1842, because of the earlier “gross injustice.’^ Still later evidence shows

Congress to have been over-generous.

CHAPTER VI

"It is noteworthy that only one of the Signers repudiated his signature.

This was Richard Stockton of New Jersey, who did so late in 1776, when
the British had over-run his State.

CHAPTER VII
" Strictly speaking the document was submitted by the Committee ap-

pointed to write it; but Jefferson was its author. The Committee members
made very few changes—John Adams’ were most numerous, and even his

were altogether minor.
* This had reference mainly to Lord Dunmore’s proclamation in Virginia,

issued Nov. 7, 1775, offering freedom to all male slaves of rebels reaching

his troops. Plots among slaves—with charges of British inspiration—were
reported from Massachusetts and Georgia in 1774, and from New York,

South Carolina, Virginia, and—most serious—North Carolina, in 1775.

‘Locke’s idea was used by him explicitly in an anti-slavery sense; that is,

the effort to enslave or the fact of enslavement, was declared by Locke to

be a “state of war.” It is interesting to note that, on Lockeian thinking,

later Abolitionists justified militant resistance to slavery. John Brown, for

example, insisted the slaves were “prisoners of war.”

CHAPTER VIII

"An important exception was the Burgoyne campaign, 1777-78. Here the

base was Canada, but the southern anchor was supposed to have been New
York. Liaison, however, between Howe and Burgoyne was faulty, bringing

catastrophe to the latter.

^ The first professional study of partisan warfare was published in two
volumes in Germany in 1786; it was the work of a Captain Johann Ewald
who had served with the Hessians in America—later, as von Ewald, a

lieutenant-general in the Danish Army.

CHAPTER IX

"As late as 1790—the first census—^Virginia, with 750,000 people, had as

large a population as New York and Pennsylvania taken together. New
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England then had one million people; half lived in Massachusetts;, a state
outnumbered only by Virginia.

CHAPTER X
^ Shelburne became Prime Minister in 1782, when the failure of the effort

to repress the Americans had become clear even to the King. It was his
Government which signed the Treaty of Paris, in 1783, recognizing the
independence of the United States. Richard Price was a close personal
friend and adviser; Joseph Priestley was his librarian for several years.
^The post-North parliamentary reforms provided: (1) government con-

tractors were excluded from the House of Commons; (2) the pension list

was limited and many sinecures were abolished
; ( 3 )

revenue officers, hitherto
required to vote for government candidates, were disfranchised.

CHAPTER XI
^ In addition to very stringent “normal” trade restrictions, in 1777 England

placed an embargo on the exportation of linen from Ireland with the purpose
of keeping supplies out of American hands. The impact of this measure
was disastrous; within months there were 20,000 unemployed in Dublin
alone.

^ In a belated effort to win over Canada, Congress sent a top-level Com-
mission there early in 1776. Its members were the leading American Catholic
rebel, Charles Carroll of Maryland, Father John Carroll (later the first

Catholic Bishop in the U.S.), Samuel Chase, and Benjamin Franklin.
^ In 1779 a formidable insurrection in India nearly drove the British to

the sea; at the same time the Anglo-French war, that had started over the
American question in 1778, extended to India. In 1784 Britain completely
over-hauled her mode of dominating and exploiting India.

CHAPTER XH
^ There were five members of this committee: Benjamin Harrison of Vir-

ginia, Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, Thomas Johnson of Maryland,
John Dickinson of Pennsylvania, and John Jay of New York. The Com-
mittee was succeeded, in April, 1777, by the Committee of Foreign Affairs,

and, in 1781, by Congress selecting Robert R. Livingston of New York, as

its Secretary for Foreign Affairs. While these bodies are the ancestors of
the present Department of State, it is to be noted that all of them were
created by and functioned as arms of the Congress.
^Typical was John Adams’ letter to James Warren, May 3, 1777, warning

against America’s becoming “entangled in the quarrels of Europe.” This is,

of course, an important theme in Paine’s Common Sense. Prof. Bemis says
that American Revolutionary statesmen felt “that one of the most significant

things which they might hope for in independence was comparative dis-

entanglement from European international convulsions.” The deeds of these
statesmen demonstrate, however, that they certainly were not “isolationists”

as that term is now understood. I agree with W. A. Williams: “The Found-
ing Fathers sought time to gain strength, which they hoped to use eventually
in whatever manner they saw fit. They did not want isolation; they wanted
freedom of action.”

® Over 12,000 Germans never returned home. About 1,200 were killed in
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action; over 6,000 died of illness and accident; about 5,000 went over to the

Americans.
^ By the end of 1776 Spain had given, in loans and subsidies, a total of

about $650,000; France, by the same period, a total of about $8,500,000.

® Rodney’s pre-occupation with St. Eustatius made it possible for Admiral

de Grasse to move north from the West Indies and participate, decisively,

in the seige of Cornwallis at Yorktown. The English concluded a separate

treaty with the Dutch in 1784 which resulted in gains for Great Britain in

India and in the Moluccas.
® This is the characterization of Dr. J. Presser in a letter to me, dated

Amsterdam, January 9, 1956. Dr. Presser, a distinguished Dutch historian,

is the author of a massive history of the United States, Amerika, van Kolonie

Tot Wereldmacht (Amsterdam, Brussel, 1951, Elsevier).

’ The settlement with Holland, signed in 1784, has been referred to earlier.

France made some slight gains in Africa and in India; the clause in the

Treaty of Utrecht forbidding her to build fortifications at Dunkirk was

repealed; she was granted important fishing rights off the Newfoundland

coast. (The latter ended in 1904, in exchange for which England gave

France 14,000 square miles of territory in West Africa.) Spain recovered

Minorca and East Florida, but she restored the Bahamas to England and

confirmed British lumber rights in Honduras.

CHAPTER XII

'^As a matter of fact British soldiers occupied, until 1796, eight American

posts—Detroit, Michellemackinac, Fort Erie, Niagara, Oswego, Oswegatchie

(now Ogdensburg), Pointe Au Fer, and Dutchman’s Point on Lake Cham-
plain. These were important for the Indian trade and in terms of British

aspirations to weaken the United States. Related also were the earnest efforts

to get Vermont to affiliate to Canada.

CHAPTER XIV
^ After writing this section, the essay, “Democracy and the American

Revolution,” by Professor Jensen (published in The Huntington Library

Quarterly, Aug. 1957, XX, pp. 321-42) became available. Here Jensen re-

affirms his position and meets some of the criticism of his work. On the whole

he strengthens his case in this paper; some of the exaggerated terminology of

his earlier work is modified. He concludes that, “the American Revolution

was a democratic movement, not in origin, but in result.” I think his posing

of this sharp distinction between origin and result is wrong, though it is true

that the actual fighting did enhance some of the democratic inspiration and
content present from the beginning.

^A literal reading of the enactment resulted in voting by Negroes, and
women, from 1790 to 1807.

® This is said with full awareness of the corrective—^itself quite exagger-

ated—on the question of debt imprisonment offered by E. T. Randall in his

provocative essay, “Imprisonment for Debt in America: Fact and Fiction,”

in the Mississippi Valley Hist. Rev., June 1952, XXXIX, 89-102.
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CHAPTER XV
^ Entail: the settlement of a landed estate on a particular line or succession

of individuals in such a way that none of them can alienate it—thus tending
to freeze land ownership.

Mortmain: the possession of lands by those who cannot alienate—either by
sale or will; i.e., an inalienable possession, and the necessary result of the law
of entail.

Primogeniture: the right, in law, by which the eldest son inherits the entire
estate of the father.

All these provisions were basic tenets of feudal law, ensuring the stability

and concentration in possession of land so vital to feudalism.
^ After the original draft of this section, the writer found encouraging cor-

roboration and illuminating suggestions in Clarence L. Ver Steeg’s, “The
American Revolution Considered as an Economic Movement,” in The Hunt-
ington Library Quarterly, (Aug. 1957).
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those marked with an
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