


973.312 M8lr

Keep Your Card in This Pocket

Books will be issued only on presentation of proper
library cards.

Unless labeled otherwise, books may be retained
for two weeks. Borrowers finding books marked, de-
faced or mutilated are expected to report same at
library desk; otherwise the last borrower will be held
responsible for all imperfections discovered.

The card holder is responsible for all books drawn
on this card.

Penalty for over-due books 2c¢ a day plus cost of .
notices.

Lost cards and change of residence must be re-

ported promptly.
Public Library
Kansas City, Mo.

TENSION ENVELOPE CORP.




‘ el T ] 3 1148 00110 3266

JUL 241976

RS SV 3 143l
doo






THE
RELUCTANT

REBELS

*






RELUCTANT
REBELS

THE STORY OF THE
CONTINENTAL CONGRESS

1774-1789

BY

LYNN MONTROSS

NEW YORK

HARPER & BROTHERS PUBLISHERS



THE RELUCTANT REBELS
COPYRIGHT, 1950, BY LYNN MONTROSS
PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
ALL RIGHTS IN THIS BOOK ARE RESERVED

No part of the book may be reproduced in any

manner whatsoever without written permission

except in the case of brief quotations embodied

in critical articles and reviews. For information
address Harper & Brothers

FIRST EDITION

A-Z



T0
MY WIFE,
LOIS HARTZELL MONTROSS

&a






Part

OV W

Part

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

Part

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

Part

17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

Part
23

Contents

One: 1774-1775—REeBELLION
A Consistory of Kings

The Egg of Sedition

Doctor, Lawyer, Merchant, Chief
The Tolling of the Bells
Woardens of the Promised Land
Congress Declares War

Two: 1775-1776—INDEPENDENCE
The State of America

Every Wind from the North

The Committee of the Whole

The Hour of Decision

From this Time Forward

Three: 1776-1778—ArL1aNCE
Embarrassment of Riches

The Flight to Baltimore

Year of the Hangman

Snow on Valley Forge

The Treaty with France

Four: 1778-1783—VicTorY
The Ailing Physician

That Froward Hussy, Maryland
Watchman, What of the Night?
Bricks Without Straw

The News from Yorktown

The Shadow and the Substance

Five: 1783-1789—Union
. Congress Takes to the Road

vii

15

43
58
74

89
102
116
130
143

161
176
193
210
227

247
262
276
291
306
324

343



viii CONTENTS
24. The Winning of the West
25. Through a Glass, Darkly

26. The Law of the Land
27. And On with the New

Appendix
Presidents, Members and Seats of the Continental Congress

Sources and Acknowledgments
Chapter References
Index

359
374
390
407

426
435
441
453



List of Tllustrations

The following reproductions of portraits or
sketches will be found in a group facing page 2r4.

The State House in Philadelphia, where the Continental Congress
met from 14775 to 1783, except for two interludes

George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison,
James Monroe

John Jay, Benjamin Franklin, Henry Laurens

Edward Rutledge, Thomas McKean, Peyton Randolph
Benjamin Rush, David Ramsay, Oliver Wolcott

Lewis Morris, Carter Braxton, Arthur Middleton

John Hancock, Charles Carroll of Carrollton, Thomas Lynch, Jr.
Robert Morris, Alexander Hamilton, Gouverneur Morris
William Whipple, Philip Livingston, Francis Lewis
Thomas Mifflin, Philip Schuyler, John Sullivan

Thomas ™~‘ne, Charles Thomson, the Rev. Jacob Duché
John Dickinson, James Duane, James Wilson

Richard Henry Lee, Elbridge Gerry, Patrick Henry
Abraham Clark, William Ellery, Roger Sherman

Samuel Adanis, Silas Deane, Arthur Lee

The City Hall of New York, eighth and final meeting place of the
Continental Congress, 1785 tc 1789






PART ONE

Rebellion

T he revolution was effected before the war commenced.
The revolution was in the minds and hearts of the

people.

— JOHN ADAMS






Chapter 7

A Consistory of Rings

HE temperature at Philadelphia was exactly 7o at six o’clock on the

morning of July 2, 1776. During the next three hours it rose eight
degrees, and the afternoon had turned hot and humid when the delegates
gathered again in the State House.

These statistics were noted by a tall, redheaded Virginian who took read-
ings thrice daily with the new thermometer he had purchased at a cost of
three pounds and fifteen shillings. Thomas Jefferson also remembered to
the end of his long life the bothersome horseflies which buzzed through the

open windows from a near-by livery stable and hastened a vote on the issue:

Resolved, That these United Colonies are, and, of right, ought to be, Free
and Independent States; that they are absolved from all allegiance to the
British crown, and that all political connexion between them, and the state
of Great Britain, is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.

There was no doubt as to whether the resolution would pass. If there had
been any misgivings, the experienced politicians of the Continental Con-
gress would never have put them to a test. The only question was whether
a unanimous vote of approval could be proclaimed from the twelve colonies
empowered to decide. And that question depended on the arrival of a man
slowly dying from cancer—a delegate making an eighty-mile ride to break
the deadlock in his colony.

For months the great issue had been “independency.” Only within the last
few hours had the opposition of Pennsylvania and South Carolina been
overcome. New York would be unable to vote until its delegates were
instructed by a newly elected provincial convention meeting for the first time
the following week. Approval had been indicated by all the other colonies
save Delaware, where the opposite sides taken by McKean and Read put

3



4 THE RELUCTANT REBELS

the decision squarely up to their colleague, Caesar Rodney. As a militia
colonel he had been investigating a reported Tory uprising on the shores of
Chesapeake Bay when an express rider reached him with a message im-
ploring his presence in Philadelphia.

Some of the silk-stockinged gentlemen slapping at horseflies in the State
House were already assured of their page in history—Jefferson, Dr. Franklin,
John and Samuel Adams, Dr. Witherspoon and Richard Henry Lee. In
comparison, Caesar Rodney cut a small figure as a self-educated farmer and
petty officeholder who had never climbed higher at the age of 48 than
speaker in his provincial legislature. But Caesar Rodney had an appointment
with destiny that hot Tuesday afternoon; and he staggered up to the door
of the State House, booted and spurred, in time to cast his vote.

During the all-night ride through a thunderstorm he had worn out several
horses. He was splashed with mud from head to foot, and on his haggard
face could be seen the malignant growth which would bring him to a painful
and lingering death a few months after the final victory. But there is no
evidence that the other members of the Continental Congress indulged in
any noisy demonstration. It was enough that with Rodney’s vote the long
and bitter struggle for independence had ended in a “unanimity” of approval
which would be more authentic when New York signified its belated

acceptance.

It may be, too, that some of the delegates were somberly reminded of
another dying man in another assembly across the Atlantic, for the emo-
tional ties with the mother country had not been broken even by separation.
Nearly a year and a half had passed since a fierce, gaunt old statesman stood
up before the peers on a January day in 1775 to save the Empire he had
created. A recent peer himself, the Earl of Chatham still rejoiced in the name
of the Great Commoner after exchanging the black velvet suit of Commons
for the crimson robes of the House of Lords. All over the English-speaking
world, however, men knew him simply as Mr. Pitt, the foremost parliamen-
tarian of the generation.

At the age of 67 Mr. Pitt was dying from the most aristocratic of eight-
eenth-century ailments, and he seldom lost an opportunity to dramatize that
fact. Ever theatrical, he made a point of appearing in flannel bandages and
glaring reproachfully at the peers, as if blaming them for his gout in addition
to their own ineptitude. But such gestures were permitted Mr. Pitt. It could
not be forgotten that as prime minister he had conquered for England a
world empire—not in an absent-minded moment, as has been more wittily
than wisely said, but in a moment of prophetic illumination. ’

The phrases “lightning war” and “global warfare” had not been heard
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when Mr. Pitt smote the foe by land and sea on four continents. Yet it took
him only a few months with the slow weapons of his age to win India and
America. In a few more months, before the peace was signed, he had been
reduced to a bystander and the ministers of the new king were enacting the
first measures which would lead to dismemberment of the Empire.

Other men such as Burke, Fox and Wilkes could see the justice of the
American cause, but Mr. Pitt loved America. He meant it when he said,
“I rejoice that America has resisted!” He was equally sincere in declaring,
“Were I but ten years younger I should spend the rest of my days in America,
which has given the most brilliant proofs of its independent spirit.” And on
that January afternoon in 1775 Mr. Pitt believed that he had come before the
House of Lords with an eleventh-hour solution which would be acceptable
to both the colonies and the mother country.

It was statesmanship a century in advance of its day—a proposal to recog-
nize the new Continental Congress by giving it the status of a dominion
parliament in America without sacrificing the legitimate powers of England
as the seat of empire. As a necessary preliminary, he pled that day for
approval of a motion to remove the British troops occupying Boston.

Mr. Pitt knew, of course, that many of the peers had been bought, either
directly or indirectly. But he hoped this time to overcome even the corruption
of the reign. “I trust it is obvious to your Lordships,” he said, after reviewing
the accomplishments of the assembly in Philadelphia, “that all attempts to
impose servitude on such men, to establish despotism over such a mighty
continental nation, must be vain, must be fatal. We shall be forced ultimately
to retract; let us retract when we can, not when we must.” ?

It was not Mr. Pitt’s habit to plead with his inferiors. But even the rejec-
tion by a vote of 68 to 18 of his motion to withdraw the troops did not dis-
courage him. The following month he was back before the House of Lords
with his cherished bill which sought the key to reconciliation in the Conti-
nental Congress. And this time he met not only defeat but gross insult from
such peers as Lord Gower and Lord Sandwich.

It was the sick old man’s last appearance in Parliament until the spring of
1777, when the time had passed for keeping America in the Empire. But
before leaving the House of Lords in the winter dusk, Mr. Pitt had a final
fling with all of his old arrogance. The famous hooked nose and blazing eyes
were never more scornful as he croaked in a voice trembling with fury, “You
well know, if the present measure should prevail, that you must instantly
relinquish your places. . . . Such then being your precarious situations,
who should wonder that you can put a negative on any measure which must
annihilate your power, deprive you of your emoluments, and at once reduce
you to that state of insignificance for which God and nature designed you!”
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Mr. Pitt had spoken for history and his words must have been recalled a
year and a half later by at least one of the delegates who voted for inde-
pendence. Dr. Franklin, the elder statesman of America, had been present
in the House of Lords that afternoon. He himself had not been spared by the
insults of the peers, for it was Dr. Franklin who served as Mr. Pitt’s chief
adviser in drawing up the bill recognizing the Continental Congress.

It is a credit to that Congress on July 2, 1776, that the members could take
independence in stride as a means rather than an end. Even on the fourth—
a date which had not yet attained to a capital letter—the committee of the
whole did not approve the Declaration until it had disposed of a piece of
routine business, “Resolved, That an application be made to the committee
of safety for a supply of flints for the troops at New York. . . .”*

Only a few letters written by delegates on the first Independence Day
appear to have been preserved. Caesar Rodney reported to his brother,
“I arrived in Congress (tho detained by thunder and Rain) time enough
to give my Voice to the matter of Independence.” And he ended on a prac-
tical note, “Don’t Neglect to Attend Closely and Carefully to my Harvest.” ®

Abraham Clark, the New Jersey surveyor and amateur lawyer, was
another self-educated delegate whose modest record of achievement at the
age of 50 included several terms as Essex County sheriff. His letter to a friend
shows more of a feeling that posterity might be glancing over his shoulder:
“I am among a Consistory of Kings as our Enemy says. I assure you, Sir, our
Congress is an August Assembly, and can they Support the Declaration now
on the Anvil, they will be the Greatest Assembly on Earth.” But on August
6th, only four days after affixing his signature, Clark was neither so lyrical
nor so confident. Writing to the same friend, he speculated, “As to my title,
I know not yet whether it will be honourable or dishonourable; the issue of
the war must settle it. Perhaps our Congress will be exalted on a high
gallows.” *

Caesar Rodney soon had other things than independence on his mind.
The tall and lanky Delaware farmer had taken his long ride not only to vote
but also to order new shoes in Philadelphia for his small nieces. On July 1oth
he wrote irritably to his brother that the cobbler had not yet finished. On
August 31d, the day after signing the Declaration, Rodney communicated
with emotional spelling, “I believe I shall never be able to get that scoundrel
to make Betsey’s and Sally’s Shooses.” Not until the 28th was he able to
announce that the shoes had been sent by post. “T know,” he grumbled, “that
they were very dear, to wit: 14 s. 6 d. a pair.” ®

Dr. Franklin, as was his habit in Congress, thought much and said little.
M. Jefferson, whose feelings were smarting from the changes made in his
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final draft of the Declaration, recorded the purchase of seven pairs of gloves
for his wife on July 4th at a cost of twenty-seven shillings. His new ther-
mometer showed that the temperature had moderated to a reading of 76
degrees at 1:00 P.M.

All of the delegates, of either high or low estate, would doubtless have
been disconcerted if they could have foreseen that posterity would place the
fifty-six signers of the Declaration on a pedestal above other members of the
Continental Congress. They could hardly have anticipated that Button
Gwinnett, who contributed little except his signature, might someday wear
a brighter halo than that great patriot John Dickinson, whose conscience
did not permit him to sign. Even less could they have suspected that seven
generations later the minor battles of the Revolution would be more cele-
brated than the decisions of the assembly which became the only substitute
for a central government in America from 1774 to 1789.

Much as democracy has always been praised in the abstract by citizens of
democratic nations, it is seldom that a legislator ever becomes a hero either
to his constituents or to posterity. Generals and admirals have the surest
claim to fame, particularly those warriors who strut or at least stride across
the stage. Executives such as presidents and prime ministers also are con-
sidered fit subjects for sculpture, and some of the more forthright judges,
diplomats and financiers may expect recognition. But there is little hope
for a parliamentarian to be long remembered unless his career has been
gilded by oratory.

It is a further irony that the Continental Congress might have had more
appeal if it had been less successful. The tattered glory of a lost cause has
a peculiar fascination for the English-speaking peoples, whose tears have
kept green such melancholy fields as Worcester, Culloden, Appomattox
and the Boyne. After being safely defeated, a cavalier is always a more
romantic figure than a roundhead; and even that incredible gadfly Bonnie
Prince Charlie has been preserved in the amber of plaintive ballads. There
were times when it appeared that the Continental Congress might gain a
like renown by ending in anarchy or surrender. There were blunders,
squabbles, errors of omission, and dreary interludes of utility. But in its
darkest hours the little parliament of provincial lawyers, merchants and
planters never quite lost the brisk air of a going concern; and it ended
by creating a new nation after winning a long war against the world’s most
powerful empire.

The very name “Congress,” with its later connotations, brings up a pic-
ture of dignified senators exercising their authority according to the Con-
stitution by passing laws and levying taxes. Present-day Americans are all
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too likely to forget that the Continental Congress came into being as a
revolutionary body composed of rebels and traitors with their heads in a
noose. It remains unique among the legislatures of history in that it had
“no authority to pass laws, no powers for enforcing the measures it did take,
no means of raising money except printing, begging or borrowing. Such
prerogatives as it seized were based upon broad interpretations of instruc-
tions from the provincial assemblies; and it could only suggest rather than
dictate to constituents.

The Continental Congress, in short, was simply an advisory council which
depended for its effectiveness on the good will of thirteen scattered colonies
with conflicting interests. If it exceeded its authority and accomplished
prodigies in spite of all, much of the credit is due to the co-operation of a
people long trained in local self-government.

American loyalists accused “King Congress” of worse tyrannies than any
committed by George III. They saw every delegate as an “independent in-
cendiary” or a “lean and grinning Cassius.” ¢ Sometimes their vilification
took the form of doggerel:

Down at night a bricklayer or carpenter lies,
Next sun a Lycurgus, a Solon doth arise!

But the historical evidence shows a conspicuous lack of sansculottes in the
Continental Congress. During the fifteen years a large share of the 342
members were property owners in comfortable financial circumstances, pro-
fessional men who had graduated from some American or European college.
Despite the absence of Jacobinism, the historian Van Tyne has declared:

The audacity of the second Continental Congress will ever be a matter of
wonder. Without unity in instruction, with no power to form a government,
without jurisdiction over an acre of territory, with no authority to administer
government in an acre if they had it, with no money, no laws and no means
to execute them, they entered upon the task of regulating a society in the
state of revolution,” ’

The Declaration of Independence was not considered the greatest labor
of Congress by many of the members themselves—the founding fathers
who referred to one another by such malicious nicknames as Swivel-Eye
and Bacon-Face. First, it was necessary to put the cart before the horse by
organizing a war effort against an incomparably stronger foe; and John
Adams tried to give an idea of these earlier problems in a letter to his wife:

“When fifty or sixty men have a Constitution to form for a great empire,
at the same time that they have a country of fifteen hundred miles in extent
to fortify, millions to arm and train, a naval power to begin, an extensive
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commerce to regulate, numerous tribes of Indians to negotiate with, a stand-
ing army of twenty-seven thousand men to raise, pay and victual, I shall
really pity those fifty or sixty men.”

The rotund Braintree lawyer did not exaggerate the difficulties. They
multiplied until the Continental Congress became perhaps the only parlia-
ment on earth to make a practice of deliberating before breakfast. From six
in the morning until ten at night the delegates kept their noses to the grind-
stone. Adams himself served on ninety committees during his four years in
the assembly and acted as chairman of twenty-five.

No business was too petty for King Congress. While the members were
debating independence, planning confederation, publishing memorable
state papers, conferring on strategy and seeking foreign alliances, several
such decisions as the following were recorded every day in the Journals:

Resolved, That the Secret Committee be directed to supply Captain Romans
with 24 musquets for his company.?

Twelve of the colonies were invaded at various times by enemy forces
which occupied the four largest cities. Yet if anyone had inquired as to the
war, the members of Congress might well have asked, “Which war?” For
they had not only a war with Great Britain on their hands, but also such
sideshows as Indian massacres on the frontier and a bloody civil strife be-
tween rebels and loyalists. There were Tory plots to kidnap the delegates
wholesale, and twice they had to take to their heels just ahead of an ad-
vancing foe. An even more humiliating scene ensued when King Congress
was besieged for a few hours in the State House by unpaid American troops
marching on Philadelphia in open mutiny.

The military effort culminated in the surrender of two British armies in
the field. But victory did not bring surcease from strife, and the political
struggle for power became more bitter after Yorktown. Then a beggared
Congress was stripped of much of the power it had wielded by tacit consent
during the emergency. The specter of states’ rights had reared its head—
never to be entirely downed until the day of Appomattox—and there was
reason for Washington’s warning in his circular letter of 1783: “It is yet
to be decided whether the Revolution must ultimately be considered a bless-
ing or a curse.”

Congress itself had encouraged the new states to form governments of
their own. Such able members as Jefferson, Patrick Henry and John Han-
cock resigned to become governors in their states. They were replaced by
lesser men until Hamilton was moved to declare that “the road to popu-
larity in each state is to inspire jealousy of the power of Congress.”

A cynical contemporary put it more bluntly in a remark often quoted by
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exponents of the masochistic school of American historical writing. “What
a lot of damned scoundrels we had in that second Congress!” commented
Gouverneur Morris. But he tempered this verdict with an amendment
which is not so well known: “The present Congress considered in the
double sense of integrity and ability is at least as respectable as any. . . .
And since the Deity chose one Judas among twelve disciples, it cannot
be wondered at if among a2 much greater number a few should be charged
with peculiar gravity.” *°

During the fifteen years there were opportunists, obstructionists, prof-
teers and at least one incipient traitor among the 342 delegates. Absenteeism
had become such a curse by 1784 that the gains of the peace with England
were endangered for lack of enough votes to ratify a favourable treaty before
the appointed date. But even in its decline the assembly was saved from
futility by a hard core of such able parliamentarians as Roger Sherman,
Elbridge Gerry and Richard Henry Lee. They were reinforced now and
then by some veteran of the great days who returned to serve another term,
as did Jefferson in 1783. And as time went on, young men were elected who
had been recent college students when Congress first met—Madison and
Hamilton and Monroe.

Certainly the career of a delegate held forth few enough rewards or even
compensations. Dr. Witherspoon, the president of Princeton, had to drop out
for a year because he could not afford to serve. Gouverneur Morris found
it impossible to support himself without practicing law on the side. Young
Madison, after a twelve-day ride to Philadelphia over muddy roads, incurred
a board bill of $21,373 for his first six months. During this period he also
paid $1,176 for laundry, $6,511 for the care of his horse, and $2,495 for
liquors, sugar and fruit.!* Such prices, of course, reflected the cruel inflation
of the Continental currency, for in “hard money” the board bill amounted to
only about two specie dollars a day. Even so, Madison's funds from the state
could not be stretched to cover personal expenses, and he had to borrow
from a moneylender.*

Congress itself was bankrupt. In five years it issued a total of $200,000,000
in unbacked bills of credit, but the states would not levy taxes to redeem the
federal currency or give Congress the power to do so. Contrary to a popular
legend, the members of the assembly were never for a moment so simple
as to trust that the printing press offered a sound solution of the financial
problem. They were driven to desperate expedients in order to carry on from

* Although it is anticipating the practice of a later day to use the dollar sign in
connection with Revolutionary finances, this liberty seems justified on oun%ls of
familiarity and convenience. Americans of that age were accustomed to the Spanish

milled dollar, worth about four shillings sixpence.
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month to month, and only loans or gifts from France enabled them to limp
through the worst years.

Both as a parliamentarian and a scholar of history, Mr. Pitt must have
foreseen in 1775 the troubles awaiting any attempt to unite the thirteen
colonies under a strong central government. Although he flattered America
at this early date by referring to it as “a mighty continental nation,” he
must have realized what a chasm lay between the ideal and the reality.

Nothing appears more easy to the casual reader of history than the
forming of a union by consent of the participating states, and yet the fingers
of one hand are enough to number the lasting examples. Only two precepts
offered much encouragement to the Americans of 1776—the Swiss Cantons
and the United Provinces of the Netherlands. In each case the threat of
being mastered by a common foe had supplied the incentive. But in Switz-
erland the blood of several civil wars was added to the political cement, and
it could not be forgotten that nine of the sixteen provinces of the Nether-
lands deserted the confederation within a few years and returned to the
rule of the oppressor.

The chronicles of the past furnished more object lessons than examples
in 1776, including the downfall of two of the most brilliant civilizations ever
known. After all efforts to unite the city-states of ancient Greece had failed,
they became the prey of the Macedonian conqueror. Eighteen centuries later
the tragedy was repeated in faithful detail when the disputing Italian city-
states of the Renaissance fell to Charles V. In both cases the advantages of
confederation were acknowledged in theory, but just as Athens and Sparta
and Thebes found it impossible to agree, so did Florence and Milan and
Naples. The political genius of Machiavelli was as powerless to save Italy
as the eloquence of Demosthenes had been to prevent the ruin of Greece.

It took the Continental Congress thirteen years to create a permanent
federal union on a much larger scale than the Dutch or Swiss confederation,
and this may be considered a remarkably brief period of gestation. The five
great documents of the revolutionary assembly represented the progressive
stages:

the Articles of Association, 1774;

the Declaration of Independence, 1776;

the Articles of Confederation, 1777-1781;

the Northwest Ordinance, 1787;

the Constitution of the United States, 1787-1 788.

As the first practical instrument of American government, the Association
deserves more attention than it has received. On the surface, of course, it
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appeared to be merely a nonimportation and nonexportation agreement.
Actually it set up a simple but effective revolutionary administration in
which the will of the assembly was executed by the countless committees
of safety which sprang up everywhere to seize the reins of Jocal power.

From the beginning the word “nation” frequently appeared in state
papers, but it remained a symbol of wishful thinking until June 11, 1776.
On that date, a few weeks before approving the Declaration of Independ-
ence, the Continental Congress appointed a committee to begin the labor
of preparing a constitution.

The ensuing debates owed a great deal to a prejudice against oratory
which has not been inherited by subsequent Congresses. Washington,
Franklin and Jefferson set the tradition by seldom speaking at all, and even
Patrick Henry kept within very moderate limits. Thus the early discussions
of union were pitched in a conversational tone, which give them such an
advantage that the first American constitution was adopted toward the end
of 1777.

This document, so hopefully entitled the Articles of Confederation and
Perpetual Union, belongs among the gallant failures of history. So many
compromises were included, due to the fears and jealousies of the states,
that Congress retained less actual power than it.had been wielding by tacit
consent. The Articles simply confirmed the worst weaknesses of the assem-
bly, which still had no authority to pass laws, levy taxes, regulate commerce
or enforce measures. Even these concessions did not overcome the distrust of
the states; and it was not until 1781, a few months before Yorktown, that
the Articles were ratified.

Generations of schoolboys have been given a vague impression that the
_Constitutional Convention somehow sprang full grown from the American
soil. But it was the Continental Congress that retained enough influence in
1788t call the representatives of twelve states together the following spring
to frame a new constitution. In fact, the Convention was virtually a com-
mittee of Congress, since it consisted almost entirely of men who had been
members—men of the stamp of Washington, Franklin, Madison, Hamilton,
Randolph, King, Sherman, Gerry and Gouverneur Morris.

That is why there were no blithe optimists among the 55 delegates meet-
ing in Independence Hall. The Continental Congress had been operating
since 1774 as a laboratory of political science, and it had taught by painful
experience that the creation of a new nation is a tremendous undertaking.

Some of the failures and frustrations experienced in that assembly could
now be counted as blessings. With them in mind, the Convention began
by scrapping the Articles of Confederation altogether. It was a new national
constitution, from top to bottom, which evolved from the hard lessons
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learned in the Continental Congress. Even after its adoption, the founding
fathers did not regard it as a sacred cow. All of them were frankly skeptical,
and they might have been more dubious if they could have foreseen a day
when worshipful praise would be paid by speakers addressing luncheon
clubs over the chicken patties and peas. For the gloomy realists who created
the Republic knew that no constitution is perfect, that no political rights
can be guaranteed, that no people can afford to be complacent about their
national institutions.

During the very summer when the Convention was meeting, the fourth
great document of the Continental Congress came into being with the
adoption of the act for the government of the western lands—usually known
as the Northwest Ordinance. Thus did the assembly lay the foundation of
a mighty future nation, after inducing the states to give up their claims to
this vast area which would soon be made into new states. As an instrument
of government, moreover, the Northwest Ordinance provided for indi-
vidual liberties which were afterwards incorporated in the Constitution and
the so-called Bill of Rights.

After the adoption of the Constitution two months later and its ratifica-
tion in 1788, the Continental Congress slowly withered on the vine. It was
then meeting in New York—the eighth seat of government for the migra-
tory assembly—and days passed in the spring of 1789 without a single mem-
ber showing up to relieve the loneliness of Secretary Charles Thomson. The
little revolutionary parliament had outlived its usefulness, but it still had
the greatest contribution of all to offer the new nation—the men it had
trained. '

The first five presidents of the United States were graduates of that school
of practical politics. So were most of the governors of the new states and
the members of the new Senate and House. For it was not until 1832, when
knee breeches and cocked hats had long since disappeared, that the last of
the old men of the Continental Congress vanished from the American
scene.

Mr. Pitt, for all his prescience, could hardly have anticipated so much in
1775 when he urged that the assembly be made a dominion parliament
within the British Empire. But after its day was done, the Continental Con-
gress had not fallen too far short of deserving his famous tribute in the

House of Lords:

“When your lordships look at the papers transmitted to us from America;
when you consider their decency, firmness, and wisdom, you cannot but
respect their cause and wish to make it your own. For myself, I must declare
and avow, that in all my reading and observation . . . and I have studied



I4 THE RELUCTANT REBELS

and admired the master states of the world—that for solidity of reasoning,
force of sagacity, and wisdom of conclusion, under such a complication of
difficult circumstances, no nation, or body of men, can stand in preference
to the general congress at Philadelphia.” 22



Chapter 2

The Egg of Sedition

OSTON, the storm center of revolt, had its first revelation of the
I ;- Continental Congress on an August morning in 1774. The bells were
ringing and a great crowd had gathered on the Common.

All summer the beleaguered town had worn a heavy yoke for its sins.
Five regiments of red-coated British regulars were quartered on the inhab-
itants, enforcing the “Intolerable Acts” passed by Parliament to punish Bos-
ton for the Tea Party. The soldiers and camp followers outnumbered the
able-bodied citizens, and Sam Adams’ old Newfoundland dog growled every
time it met one of the invaders. It was said that the animal could distinguish
without fail between a redcoat and a proper Bostonian.

The town lived by shipping, and all seaborne commerce had been throt-
tled by the guns of the warships and the bayonets of the soldiers. For that
was the purpose of the Port Bill—to compel submission by cutting off trade
and even the main sources of food supplies. Idle vessels, their sails furled
like captive banners, were tied up at the Long Wharf and Hancock’s
Wharf. Idle seamen and mechanics and cordwainers thronged the crooked
streets and exchanged gibes with the idle soldiers.

Only a single road across the narrow, tide-lapped Neck connected eight-
eenth-century Boston with the mainland, and communication had been re-
duced to a file of creaking carts bringing produce from the country. There
was no serious shortage of supplies, but the closing of the port had inflicted
a tedium of daily existence which hung over the town like a miasma. Any
new sight or sound brought people flocking into the streets, and the brave
spectacle of a coach-and-four attracted a “popular escort” on this August
morning.

It was no ordinary coach-and-four. Two mounted guards rode in front
and four blacks in livery brought up the rear. The passengers were well

15
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known, at least by name, to every Bostonian and not a few of King George’s
officers. They were John Adams, Samuel Adams, Thomas Cushing and
Robert Treat Paine; and they were setting off on the long journey to
Philadelphia as the Massachusetts delegates to the first Continental Con-
gress.

Every age coins words which are remembered as curiosities by later gen-
erations, and in 1774 the term “Continental” was as bright as a newly minted
guinea. Even then, of course, such a designation must have seemed high-
flown when applied to a mere strip of Atlantic seaboard held by thirteen
scattered colonies. But some word was needed to convey a daring hope that
these colonies could and would unite in spite of differences which set them
apart almost as widely as so many foreign nations. And since Americans of
all ages have preferred a resounding word even at a discount in accuracy,
what could be better than “Continental” to express the first vague aspirations
toward nationalism?

The coach-and-four was Continental. It reminded Bostonians that all the
other colonies from New Hampshire to the Carolinas were making the
cause of Massachusetts their own. All of them, with the single exception of
distant Georgia, which would come in later, were sending delegates to

Philadelphia.

The British authorities did not regard the forthcoming assembly as cause
for alarm. Revolutions which fail to begin with bloodshed are likely to be
underrated. The flash of the assassin’s dagger, the hoarse cries from the
barricades, the shrieks of the wounded and dying—these are the customary
preludes in Latin or Slavic lands. Calling a congress seems mild in compar-
ison, and scarlet-coated ofhicers watching the coach-and-four roll past the
Common might have been pardoned for a disdainful smile.

If these officers had been at all familiar with the history of their own coun-
try (as so few gentlemen were in that day of classical education) they might
have reflected that the English-speaking peoples have always shown a per-
verse distaste for violence in their revolutions. In 1215, to cite a famous ex-
ample, the stout barons of Runnymead did not plot assassination. They con-
ferred. They discussed their grievances. They drew up a charter. And not a
drop of blood was shed by the “army of God” which challenged divine right
by bringing King John to terms.

Four centuries later Parliament did not begin the Great Rebellion by chop-
ping off the king’s head. Parliament did its best to convert Charles I to
reason before regretfully taking up arms and executing that obstinate
monarch. The experience proved helpful in 1688 when another Stuart
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ruler was hustled off the throne with no more violence than if James II had
been a butler discharged for unsatisfactory service.

It might even have been argued that Guy Fawkes became the villain of
English folklore because of an excitability which his countrymen found
alien and abhorrent. They realized that a true Englishman would never have
plotted to blow up Parliament. That was the sort of idea which might have
occurred to a foreigner, and Fawkes' blunder was commemorated in the
lines:

The fifth of November

As you well remember

Was gunpowder, treason and plot;
I know of no reason

Why the gunpowder treason
Should ever be forgot.

Order, method and respectability—these have always been the best tradi-
tions of revolt in English-speaking lands, and it should have been interpreted
as a warning that the passengers of the coach-and-four were not furtive and
skulking figures. All of them were graduates of Harvard, citizens of sober
years and habits, regular attendants of the Congregational church. The
delegates elected by the other colonies to the Continental Congress were
likewise men of position, education and substance.

Every revolution must have its revolutionist. But even Sam Adams, whose
reputation had extended to London, had the air of a deacon rather than a
terrorist. A calm, pipe-smoking man nearing his fifty-second birthday, he
appeared to be made up of middling attributes—middling height, middling
age, middling station in life. Overlooking his prematurely gray hair and
the palsy which set his hands to trembling, he might have passed for a
typical colonial petty officeholder. There was nothing ostentatious about the
archrebe] except his poverty, for his garments and his home on Purchase
Street had always been more shabby than was strictly necessary. But re-
spectability had conquered in the end, and on this August morning Boston
was treated to the spectacle of Sam Adams attired in a handsome new ward-
robe from head to foot. His friends had also presented him with a purse of
gold, and some of the items of apparel are recorded in an old inventory:

a new whig

a new Hatt

six pairs of the best silk hose
six pairs of fine thread ditto.
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Then, as now, it was customary to speak of “poor Adams” as a failure.
This verdict was shrewdly encouraged by Adams himself, who took every
advantage of protective coloring in his career. But if he had never achieved
wealth or position, it was equally true that he had never aspired to any such
rewards. Most of his adult life had been dedicated to the single-minded aim
of undermining British authority in America, and by 1774 he had become 2
tremendous success according to his own lights.

Like so many other great revolutionists of history, Adams was born in
comfortable circumstances. His father, Deacon Samuel Adams, had been
a prosperous merchant and brewer, a pillar of the Congregational church.
Such was the family position that the boy entered Harvard as fifth in his
class on a basis of social standing and lingered to take his degree as Master
of Arts.

All his life he showed a sublime indifference to money, as Boston would
learn to its sorrow. He failed both as merchant and as brewer, then after his
father’s death he scattered his remaining patrimony. He was not interested
even in making a living for his wife and two small children, and at the age
of 31 had advanced no further than being elected town scavenger.

As a first step, it was not contemptible in his own eyes. His interests lay
in the field of practical politics, and he had received no more valuable in-
heritance than the example set by his father as a charter member of the
Boston Caucus. This club is said to have derived its name from a corruption
of the word “caulker,” since its membership was made up largely of ship-
yard workers, mechanics and small merchants. In his day Deacon Adams
had held such offices as constable and assessor. But these posts were not
important as compared to the influence he wielded—it might even be said
that holding office is very often a penalty which must be paid for holding
power.

Sam Adams knew at a tender age that the decisions of Boston town meet-
1ngs were not so spontaneous as they seemed. He knew that decisions could
be shaped in advance for citizens who never suspected that they were doing
the bidding of the Caucus. His distant cousin John Adams made a similar
discovery, which he recorded in his diary as the first mention of the smoke-
filled room in the annals of American politics, “This day learned that the
Caucus Club meets, at certain times, in the garret of Tom Dawes. . . .
There they smoke tobacco till you cannot see from one end of the garret
to the other. There . . . selectmen, assessors, collectors, wardens, fire-wards,
and representatives are regularly chosen before they are chosen in the
town.”

It was as the most beloved of Boston’s tax collectors that Sam Adams next
appears. His circle of friends soon extended far beyond the Caucus Club
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when he demonstrated his leniency, but at last he could no longer maintain
an apparent balance by combining one year’s collections with the next. The
total of his shortages amounted to some £7,000, and the ugly word “em-
bezzler” was heard despite the admitted fact that he had not profited to any
large extent himself. This exposure did not prejudice his loyal followers,
who enthusiastically returned him to the office for another term.

Tories liked to point out that Adams had a prison term hanging over his
head in 17760 when he first saw the possibilities of applying his political gifts
to patriotism. During the next fourteen years he was to earn distinction as
the one revolutionist of the American Revolution—the only man in the
colonies who devoted all his time and energy to assembling the machinery
of unrest.

Adams himself was not a creative political thinker. He made up for this
deficiency by hitching his wagon to one of the most brilliant and tragic stars
which ever blazed its way across the American sky. For it was James Otis
who gave the Revolution its creed while Patrick Henry was an unknown
country lawyer, while Thomas Jefferson was a college student, while Alex-
ander Hamilton and James Monroe were still at the age of infancy.

James Otis lived his whole life so immoderately that it surprised nobody
when he was removed from this earth by a bolt of lightning, as he had
always predicted. Any other end would have been inappropriate. A “great
Leviathan” of a2 man, moody and violent, consistent only in his inconsist-
encies, he added alcoholism to insanity and was periodically placed in a
straitjacket for his own good. The Tories called him a rebel and the rebels
accused him of Tory sympathies, for he wore the harness of no faction. But
before his plunge into madness he formulated in a few lucid years the
major principles of the American Revolution.

In 1760, at the age of 31, Otis was not only the foremost lawyer of the
province but also a scholar who had just published his Rudiments of Latin
Prosody. George III had begun his reign that year and his ministers sup-
plied the first grievance by deciding to make the colonists bear a larger share
of the financial burden of the current war. The new policy called for a strict
enforcement of the Navigation Acts, which had long been disregarded.
American shippers, having grown to think smuggling their tacit right, were
horrified when a plague of upright customs officials descended upon them
like locusts. Paradoxically, it seemed dishonest on the part of Parliament to
withhold from Americans the benefits of governmental corruption which
every privileged Englishman then enjoyed.

It was bad enough to be deprived of bribery, but the British made matters
worse with their Writs of Assistance, empowering customs officers to
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search any man’s home for smuggled goods. Otis, as advocate general, had
the duty of representing the government. He resigned and championed the
cause of the people with a four-hour oration so powerful that nobody ever
forgot it. Young John Adams did remember to bring pen and paper to the
State House but was too spellbound to make notes. Sixty years later, writing
as a national patriarch, he recollected his impressions of that day:

“Otis was a flame of fire! . . . He burned everything before him. American
independence was then and there born; the seeds of patriots and heroes
were then and there sown.” 2

This oration, according to Adams, gave the Revolution its slogan: “Taxa-
tion without representation is tyranny.” George III did not take the hint
and Otis continued to oppose the administration. He also opposed rebels
who dared to mention separation, for Otis wished to see the British Empire
even stronger and more unified. These conflicting principles kept him con-
stantly embroiled, and his very home life was made stormy by an adored
but not adoring wife of high Tory ideals. ~

The man had a brain which consumed ideas like a furnace, melting them
down into ringing phrases which became the catchwords of a revolt he never
desired. His great bull-necked body burned up food and liquor with the
same intensity. John Adams described him as “extremely quick and elastic,
his apprehensions as quick as his temper. He springs and twitches his
muscles about in thinking.” Tory critics called him “rash, unguarded, foul-
mouthed” and “a filthy scunk.” For Otis managed to offend with his drunken
rages and Rabelaisian talk a great many people in both camps who might
otherwise have respected him.

As early as 1760 he had been suspected of insanity, but a long enough
period of grace was allowed him to publish pamphlets which made a great
stir on both sides of the Atlantic. The end came with brutal suddenness one
autumn evening in 1769. Otis hurled himself into the Royal Coffee House,
loudly demanding an apology because he fancied that British officials had
questioned his loyalty to the crown. The dispute turned into a blind, breath-
less struggle with swords and canes in the darkness after the tables were
overturned. When the tapers were lighted again James Otis was stretched
out insensible with a terrible gash laying his head open. His powerful body
lived on until the last spring of the war, but the light of that brain had been
extinguished like one of the candles during the brawl. Soon it was being
noted by a Boston chronicler, “Mr. Otis got into a mad Freak tonight & broke
a great many windows in the Town [State] House.” Then a little later, “Mr.
Otis behaved very madly, firing guns out of his Windows.”

He was not even granted the boon of continuous insanity. Sometimes
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the darkness lifted for a while, and Otis even argued a few more cases in
court. But as the years went by, Bostonians were to grow accustomed to
seeing the wreck of a man bound hand and foot for an enforced journey
to a retreat in the country.

Otis has been called the Luther of this period, Sam Adams the Calvin.
It would be hard to imagine two less congenial personalities, but Adams had
the adaptability of a master propagandist. He knew that revolutions are
made and not born.

The contrasts worked to his advantage. For the blasphemies, the domi-
neering ways, even the intellect of James Otis had disturbed people who
were soothed by the gentle piety of Sam Adams. Surely there could be noth-
ing to fear from this shabby and threadbare figure, slightly stooped from
bending over an inkwell, who gave the effect of premature senility with his
palsied hands. Sam Adams could quote Holy Writ like a Congregational
parson, and he contrived to lend the same sanctity to his denunciations of
taxation without representation. He made the most of all the other prin-
ciples conceived by Otis, rehashing them again and again in the Gazette
with that repetition which is the soul of propaganda.

Adams spoke and wrote well—but not well enough to offend better writers
and speakers. Whenever possible, he was content to remain behind the
scenes and whisper the cues to younger patriots on the stage. He was an
organizer of men and events, an adroit manager who got his way with the
arts of the politician.

Some of his first disciples were made among the small shopkeepers and
artisans of Boston—such sturdy fellows as Paul Revere, whose skilled hands
turned out silverware, copper-plate engravings, and the primitive false teeth
of the age. The Caucus had long ago shown the possibilities, and Adams
busily recruited his followers into clubs which met in taverns. He was no
less successful at converting fashionable young men of family and education
—such recent graduates of Harvard as John Hancock, Joseph Warren and
Josiah Quincy. But his greatest triumph was undoubtedly the organization
of a mob into a disciplined private army.

For years the waterfront gangs of Boston had terrified honest citizens
with riots which the authorities were helpless to curb. Only Sam Adams
could have guessed that these bully boys hungered for respectability, yet
the time came when he had them marching in orderly parades under their
own officers. With such storm troopers at his disposal, “trained as regular
as a military Corps,” he had the means of plunging the town into a horror
of bloodshed after the British occupation. But as a propagandist Adams pre-
ferred that the invaders take the responsibility for acts of violence. There
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were but four instances of tarring and feathering in Boston up to 1775, and
it may be questioned if he sanctioned any of them. One of the victims, in
fact, was a patriot mobbed by British regulars acting under orders from their
colonel.

When the time came for bloodshed Sam Adams would be able to re-
joice, “Oh, what a glorious morning is this!” Meanwhile he chose to paint
a picture of a virtuous town writhing under a wicked and heartless tyranny.
Tories accused the archrebel of the vilest hypocrisy, just as they persisted
in the error that he could be bribed. The truth is that Sam Adams was a
fanatic both as a political agitator and as a religious crusader. Liberty was to
him only a means toward a greater end—the establishment of a stern Puritan
theocracy governing from behind the fagade of an American republic. Down
to the end of the Revolution his models were Bradford and Winthrop, not
Franklin and Washington. British tyranny seemed less odious to him than
British “frippery”—a term which covered such sins as dancing, gaming,
banqueting, horse racing and the theater. Virtue outshone freedom in his
eyes; and if Sam Adams had got his way, Americans would probably have
bent their heads under a heavier yoke than the rule of George IIIL

Art often came to the aid of circumstance in the causes of the Revolution;
for Boston was not the only town with a patriotic organization, nor was
Sam Adams the only organizer. Philadelphia had its Charles Thomson,
New York its Alexander McDougall, Charleston its Christopher Gadsden,
and Williamsburg its Patrick Henry.

A century of local self-government had given Americans an extensive
experience in the nuances of practical politics. Bosses and demagogues were
not unknown, and there was no lack of bargaining, wire-pulling and log-
rolling in the provincial legislatures. On the brighter side, men of high
estate felt it their duty to run for office even at the sacrifice of material in-
terests.

Adam Smith, in his contemporary Wealth of Nations, deplored the
“paltry rabble of colonial faction” in America. Unhappily for his own
British countrymen, they were losing the art of practical politics under a
Whig system prescribing that offices should be bought and not won. It put
them at a disadvantage in dealing with America, which had developed a
tougher breed of politicians in an arena where a long purse could not com-
pensate for a short wit. The royal governors sent out from England were
usually made to appear blockheads by the colonists, and at a later date the
members of Parliament fared no better against the Continental Congress.

Incredible as it may seem, Parliament passed the Stamp Act without any
intimation that it would offend Americans. The time could not have been
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chosen more ineptly, for in 1765 the colonists were in the midst of a postwar
depression aggravated by a smallpox epidemic. Insult was added to injury
when it became known that the measure would provide jobs for collectors—
more sinecures for fat political cattle grazing in the lush pastures of Whig
patronage. But most infuriating of all was the assumption that Americans
had not been paying their fair share of the taxes of the recent war—the
Americans who took pride in a record of having contributed more men and
money in proportion to population than the mother country.

A century of political experience had at least given the colonists good
noses for sniffing a rat, and mobs of howling Liberty Boys surged through
the streets of every town in America. There was a great deal of spectacular
hell-raising which reached a climax when forts occupied by British gar-
risons were attacked in New York and both Carolinas. But violence accom-
plished little in the most orderly of all great revolutions, and the episodes
were so infrequent as to gain an undue prominence. Organization proved
to be a far more effective weapon, and the obnoxious measure was hastily
withdrawn after nine of the colonies sent delegates to the Stamp Act Con-
gress to petition for redress. As an added protest, the merchants of America
put pressure on the merchants of England, who in turn put pressure on
Parliament. Trade with America was so profitable to the mother country that
its exporters did not care to risk a general boycott.

The world’s most liberal nation had an enlightened colonial policy for that
day. But it was England’s misfortune to be ruled by a stupid king; bent on
personal power, who had surrounded himself with stupid advisers. James
Otis, with his customary vigor, described the members of Commons as “a
parcel of Button-Makers, Pin-Makers, Horse Jockeys, Gamesters, Pen-
sioners, Pimps and Whore Masters.” At any rate, few of them had ever
visited the colonies or taken the trouble to inform themselves about colo-
nial conditions. They paid no attention to Pitt’s plea, “The Americans are the
sons, not the bastards of England.” ®

It had been the money as well as the principle of the thing that made
the Stamp Act so odious. England’s new chancellor of the exchequer,
“Champagne Charlie” Townshend, fancied in 1767 that he could escape
his predecessor’s troubles with internal taxation by levying small external
duties on such products as paper, lead, tea and paint. The imposts were less
irksome but Townshend planned to use most of the proceeds to pay judges
and governors, thus making them independent of colonial legislatures. The
Writs of Assistance were to be revived and stiffened, moreover, to aid in
the enforcement.

Opposition to the Townshend Acts reached a climax early in 1770 after
most of the colonies adopted nonimportation agreements, usually called
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associations, modeled after those enforced with no gentle methods in Massa-
chusetts and Virginia. The merchants of England were dismayed by a loss
of £900,000 in trade, and again Parliament beat an inglorious retreat by
repealing the duties on March sth—the day of the Boston Massacre.

It was still not too late for reconciliation. The controversy was threatened
with malnutrition when the news came that Parliament had retained only a
nominal duty on tea, though insisting on the principle of colonial taxation.
The rebels had to cope with dissenision and lethargy in their own ranks; and
nonimportation agreements could not be enforced at a time when tea was
actually cheaper in Boston, after paying the tax, than in London.

The patriotic cause might have collapsed if Sam Adams had not been
inspired to organize his committees of correspondence in Massachusetts.
Wiriting letters may not at first have seemed a threat to the Empire, but the
Tories learned better after the Boston committee reached the point of in-
doctrinating more than three hundred towns in the province. Then, too late
as usual, they perceived that Adams had “hatched the foulest, subtlest and
most venomous serpent ever issued from the egg of sedition.” *

All the archrebel’s political gifts were needed to energize a movement
which had been brought almost to a standstill. From 1770 to 1773 the
American colonies were scarcely mentioned in Parliament, and the mother
country seemed to have returned to the policy of “salutary neglect” which
had resulted in friendly relations up to 1760. This new era of good will
might have lasted indefinitely if Parliament had not come to Sam Adams’
rescue with a sly attempt to save the East India Company from financial
distress at the expense of the colonies.

The barb was thought to be hidden by the bait. When the tottering com-
pany gained a monopoly on the American market, so British politicans rea-
soned, it would be able to dump its surplus tea at prices undercutting smug-
gled teas even after a hidden duty had been paid in London to retain the
principle of taxation. The scheme had the further merit, so dear to a poli-
tician’s heart, of creating in the American consignees a new swarm of petty
officeholders who would owe gratitude to the crown.

Unfortunately for the Tea Act of 1773, the provincials saw the hook and
shunned the lure. They saw that like monopolies could be extended to
other products, shoes or wine or clothing, so as to leave the colonial mer-
chant out entirely. And it was this threat which united Americans in anger
as they had never been united since the Stamp Act. All the colonies refused
to accept the tea, but Boston’s gesture of defiance was first and most dra-
matic.

The fine hand of Sam Adams can be seen in the stage management, for
the Boston Massacre had taught the master propagandist how to whip the
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devil around a post. Ever since the creation of five martyrs by the redcoat
volley in 1770, he had seen to it that anniversaries were observed with pro-
cessions and inflammatory oratory. Again the enemy had presented Sam
Adams with the opening for an “incident,” and he stirred up a town meeting
of seven thousand citizens to lend public sanction to a private riot. His
signal sent a band of patriots rather sketchily disguised as Mohawks to board
the British vessels in the December dusk and toss 342 chests of tea into the
harbor.

Often in the past Adams had been disappointed by the mildness of
British reactions and his cries of “T'yranny!” fell flat. But the Boston Tea
Party had all the success he could have desired when Parliament passed the
Intolerable Acts in the spring of 1774. The ancient Massachusetts charter
was practically abrogated, with the right of appointing executive officers
being transferred from the people to the royal governor. Town meetings of
any importance could not be called without the governor’s permission. A
new Quartering Act required the inhabitants to provide food and lodging
for British soldiers, and officers charged with murder in enforcing the meas-
ures were all but guaranteed immunity by being given the privilege of trial
in England.

As if these regulations were not harsh enough, the Boston Port Bill closed
the harbor even to fishing boats until the province should be starved into
paying for the tea destroyed. Boston, in short, was to be treated by the
mother country as a captured enemy city, and troops under the command
of General Thomas Gage were being sent in such numbers as to constitute
a small army of occupation.

The news reached Boston by a fast ship from England on May 10, 1774.

Frequent changes of horses enabled Paul Revere to ride the 350 miles to
Philadelphia in six days, and there were few villages in all the colonies
which had not been informed before the end of the month.

Again Parliament had chosen an inopportune time to arouse the colo-
nies. Within the past year the entire “Continent” had acquired the frame-
work of a revolutionary machine such as the one built up by Sam Adams
in Massachusetts. The incentive came from Virginia, where the radical
group had maneuvered a resolution through the House of Burgesses estab-

“lishing a committee of correspondence and urging the other provincial
assemblies to do likewise. This proposal met with so much favor that the
leaders of revolt in most of the colonies were soon exchanging ideas and
composing differences.

It had not been long since a New York newspaper described Boston as
“the Common Sewer of America” and the Boston Gazette referred to “the
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little, flthy, nasty, dirty colony of Rhode Island.” But a new spirit of inter-
colonial unity was demonstrated when food, money and messages of sym-
pathy poured into beleaguered Boston from all sides. Only the recent
committees of correspondence could have provided such a simple yet
effective means of bridging the political and geographical gaps which had
kept the colonies apart.

Six to nine days were required to send a letter from Boston to New York
by ordinary postal service, and a citizen of Georgia could not expect to hear
from New Hampshire in less than a month. This slow pace of colonial com-
munication was overcome to an amazing extent by the express riders who
pounded along country roads in the summer of 1774, bearing messages be-
tween the various committees of correspondence. In June the other little
Americas agreed in theory to make the cause of Massachusetts their own. In
July they responded to the practical suggestion of Virginia that a general
assembly be called at Philadelphia. And by the first week of August, eleven
of the colonies had already elected their delegates to the proposed Con-
tinental Congress.

The whole thing had occurred in no more time than was often taken
by a storm-tossed sailing vessel in crossing the Atlantic with dispatches for
England.

The political problems were even more formidable than the difficulties
of communication. Naturally the royal governors and provincial assemblies
were not eager to endorse decisions regarded by many loyalists as bordering
on treason. The marve] is that four colonies really did manage to make use
of the ordinary mechanism of administration.

There was no opposition worth mentioning in the “little Congregational
republic” of Connecticut, which had fewer Tories than any other colony
and boasted the only governor upholding the patriotic cause throughout the
war. The House of Representatives left the choice to the committee of cor-
respondence, which made the appointments. In Rhode Island and Pennsyl-
vania the delegates were elected by the regularly constituted legislatures,
though not without some political manipulation. And in Massachusetts the
rebels “stole” the House of Representatives. Sam Adams and his lieutenants
simply packed the assembly with their followers, locked the door to ex-
clude Tories, and elected their delegates in defiance of General Gage.

The remaining colonies found it necessary to hold elections either directly
or indirectly by means of revolutionary bodies. Provincial assemblies under
various designations were called for that purpose in Maryland, Delaware,
New Jersey, New Hampshire and North Carolina. Appointments in South
Carolina were made at a “general meeting of the inhabitants” at Charleston,
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and in Virginia a “convention” was summoned by the radical group of the
House of Burgesses.

Georgia, where the white population numbered only 17,000, had too
many troubles of its own with Indians and Tories to send delegates at all.
New York, ridden by the largest and most aggressive Tory faction in Amer-
ica, did not achieve enough unity for a central assembly. Delegates were
chosen by the city and five counties in any manner which suited their con-
venience. So irregular were these elections, according to a Tory account,
that the one in Kings County was held by Simon Boerum and a single other
patriot, with Boerum being unanimously appointed.

Outside of Connecticut and Rhode Island, which enjoyed a higher de-
gree of self-government than the other colonies, it is doubtful if any of the
elections carried out the will of a popular majority. Neither the word nor
the theory of democracy found much approval in that day, and it is the
rule of history that revolutions in their early stages are imposed upon the
bulk of a people by an organized and determined minority.

Sam Adams, if given his way, would probably never have endorsed a gen-
eral congress in the first place. The archrebel did not trust legislative proc-
esses unless they were controlled by an inner circle, and he feared the
influence that conservative delegates might have on the proceedings at
Philadelphia.

Nobody foresaw more clearly than Sam Adams the opposition which
awaited New England delegates suspected of radical principles. The con-
servatives of the middle and southern colonies had no intention of burning
their fingers to pull Boston’s chestnuts out of the fire. In fact, they had
already made it plain through their committees of correspondence that colo-
nial unity would never stand the strain of any proposal which threatened a
break with the mother country.

Such tendencies, of course, were disturbing to a revolutionist who had
decided in his own heart for independence even at the cost of war. But
Sam Adams was too experienced a politician to fly signals of distress on the
August morning of departure for Philadelphia. The coach-and-four with its
mounted guards and blacks in livery was doubtless intended as a display of
unfelt confidence. And though the new wardrobe may have embarrassed a
man whose only pomp was poverty, it is a safe conjecture that nobody
nodded more blandly than Sam Adams as he rode past the crowded Com-
mon, past his own shabby home on Purchase Street, past the enclosure where
the town bull grazed, past the town gallows which awaited traitors—past the
familiar limits of Boston and out on the long road leading toward some un-
known destiny.



Chapter 3

Doctor, Lawyer, Merchant,
Chief

O American city of the twentieth century ever greeted a national.

political convention with more cordiality than Philadelphia evinced

in welcoming the Continental Congress. The delegations from the various

colonies, arriving by coach or on horseback, were met several miles outside

the city by large groups of leading citizens and promptly invited to “mighty
feasts.”

Even the banquets given by Quakers struck John Adams as being Baby-
lonian in luxury, and he was soon scribbling in his diary: “Dined with Mr.
Miers Fisher. . . . But this plain Friend and his plain though pretty wife,
with her Thees and Thous, had provided us with the most costly entertain-
ment: ducks, hams, chickens, beef, pig, tarts, creams, custards, jellies, fools,
trifles, beer, porter, wine, and a long &c.”*

Philadelphia was not only hospitable but inquisitive. At this stage the
leaders of the colonies had learned just enough through the committees of
correspondence to whet their curiosity about one another. Already, if age
and property were to be taken as tests, it might have been supposed that the
assembly would be very conservative in tone. Of the 56 delegates who took
part in this first Congress, only two had not yet celebrated their thirtieth
birthdays, and five would never see sixty again. The others fell into these
age groups: from thirty to forty years, 13; from forty to fifty, 19; and from
fifty to sixty, 17.

It was decidedly a middle-aged assembly made up of property owners rang-
ing from men of comfortable circumstances to several possessors of large
colonial fortunes. Sam Adams remained the sole delegate who insisted on

28
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being poor, and during recent years he had been able to afford two family
servants on his salary as clerk of the Massachusetts legislature.

A legal career was the surest road to political preferment, and no less than
thirty of the delegates were lawyers or jurists. Three others could only have
been described as officeholders; and there were nine planters or farmers, nine
merchants, three millers, one surveyor and one carpenter.

The educational attainments were at least as high as those found at the
time in the House of Commons. Twelve delegates, in fact, had received most
of their schooling in the British Isles. Leading the list of colleges with seven
graduates were the Inns of Court—those ancient London law schools which
included the Middle and Inner Temples. Harvard was represented with five
graduates, Yale with three, William and Mary with three, the College of
Philadelphia (University of Pennsylvania) with two, and the College of
New Jersey (Princeton), King’s College (Columbia) and Edinburgh Uni-
versity with one each. Altogether, a third of the delegates had attended some
college, and most of the others had acquired as good an education by means
of private tutoring. Not even the roughest diamond of the Congress could
be dismissed as ignorant, for Judge Roger Sherman of Connecticut was a
shrewd, hardheaded character who had taught himself law at the cobbler’s
bench.

Only one of the 56, a native of Wales, had not been born in the colonies.
Most of the others could trace their family history back through two or
three generations to British grandsires, and it was not unusual for a young
American to finish his education with a sentimental journey to England.

Such statistics, which might have been compiled at the time, were prob-
ably not so interesting to the delegates as their speculations. Already, if they
had but suspected, the Judas of the assembly had made his appearance—the
single member of the entire fifteen years who would be willing to betray
his country for the king’s gold. At this date he had an excellent reputation
for patriotism as compared to two colleagues soon to have their property
confiscated after being convicted of another kind of treason—the crime, from
an American viewpoint, of remaining stubbornly loyal to the mother coun-
try. Nineteen future signers of a future Declaration of Independence were
present, and as many more who would oppose that document to the last
ditch. There were two men destined to be honored with the highest office
of the new nation, and there were seventeen who would be in thelr graves
before that nation ever came into being.

These were some of the straws in the wind which had not yet been
revealed to the delegates straining their eyes across Philadelphia dinner
tables. And meanwhile the menus continued to inspire exclamation points
nearly every day in John Adams’ diary: “Dined at Mr. Powell’s. . . a most
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sinful feast again! everything which could delight the eye or allure the taste;
curds and creams, jellies, sweetmeats of various sorts, twenty sorts of tarts,
fools, trifles, floating islands, whipped sillabubs, &c. &c., a Parmesian cheese,
punch, wine, porter, beer, &c.” 2

The visitors had not waited until they reached Philadelphia to take one
another’s measure. All of them had been surveying the political landscape
from the moment they left their own doorsteps, but the only chroniclers of
the journey happened to be New England delegates.

John and Samuel Adams held opposite views in regard to the written
word. “I have seen him,” John related of Sam, “at Mrs. Yard’s in Phila-
delphia, when he was about to leave Congress, cut up with his scissors whole
bundles of letters into atoms that could never be reunited, and throw them
out of the window, to be scattered by the winds. This was in summer, when
he had no fire; in winter he threw whole handfuls into the fire.”

John himself, though he had as much reason to be prudent, displayed
none of his remote cousin’s caution. While Sam was destroying all evidence
except letters filled with pious platitudes, John hoarded the comments
which eventually went into the ten large volumes of his works. His jottings
might have gained in polish if they had been written less hastily; but they
might also have lost the candor, the malice, the irritability, the self-pity and
indiscretion which makes them fascinating. For if the Braintree lawyer had
left no other claim to fame, he would always be remembered as the greatest
diarist of the Continental Congress.

The four Massachusetts delegates had a triumphant journey through Con-
necticut, where every village greeted them with pealing bells. No fault
could be found with the warmth of New York’s reception, yet a Bostonian
soon felt that he was on alien soil. “With all the opulence and splendor of
this city,” reported Adams, “there is very little good breeding to be found.
.« . At their entertainments there is no conversation that is agreeable; there
is no modesty, no attention to one another. They talk very loud, very fast,
and altogether. If they ask a question, before you can utter three words of
your answer, they will break out upon you again, and talk away.” 3

Nothing would have annoyed Adams more than to be interrupted, but
Silas Deane formed a better opinion of New York. The delegates from Con-
necticut, he wrote to his wife, met with such vigorous hospitality that they
were hustled to a banquet “without allowing us time to shift our linen.”
Deane had the forethought to shift before arrival, so that he felt at ease
upon meeting “the Boston delegates, two from S. Carolina, and all the
gentlemen of considerable note in the city in a mercantile way. . . . We
went the round of introduction and congratulation, and then took our
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seats. The glass had circulated just long enough to raise the spirits of every-
one just to that nice point which is above disguise or suspicion, especially
in persons any way generously disposed.” *

Despite the convivial atmosphere, he gathered that “parties run exces-
sively high in the city . . . yet I found many favorable to the cause we
were upon, and willing to go to almost any length, while others were in
reality against doing anything at all.”

Adams had a confidential chat with Alexander McDougall, the leader
of the local rebel faction—“a very sensible man and an open one.” The son
- of a Scottish immigrant who became New York’s milkman, he had the dis-
tinction in 1770 of being the first American patriot imprisoned by the
British authorities. The ordeal could not have been too severe, for ladies and
gentlemen called at the jail in such numbers, bearing gifts, that he was
obliged to announce visiting hours for public receptions. That same year,
several weeks before the Boston Massacre, the first bloodshed of the Revo-
lution occurred in New York when a patriot was slain and many others hurt
in two days of street fighting between redcoats and citizens using clubs as
weapons.

Significant as such episodes might seem, McDougall warned that New
York’s loyalists were powerful. Owing to their influence, five conservatives
had been elected as delegates, and Adams had only faint praise for those he
described. “Mr. Alsop is a soft, sweet man. Mr. Duane has a sly, surveying
eye . . . a little squint-eyed . . . very sensible, I think, and very artful.”
Philip Livingston, the most reliable of all from a patriotic viewpoint, im-
pressed Adams as “a great, rough, rapid mortal. There is no holding any
conversation with him. He blusters away; says, if England should turn us
adrift, we should instantly go into civil war among ourselves, to determine
which colony should govern the rest; seems to dread the New England
levelling spirit, &c.” ®

The feudal traditions still existing in New York could not have pleased
a Yankee whose father had toiled a lifetime to acquire a few stony acres.
Some of the baronial landowners of the Hudson valley numbered their ten-
ants by villages and were entitled to a representative in the colonial assembly.
Even when they leaned toward the patriotic cause, as did the Schuylers and
Livingstons, their lordly doctrines were to be feared. And the clans which
remained loyal, including the Van Courtlandts, De Peysters and De Lanceys,
threatened to build New York into a Tory stronghold.

It was with apparent relief that the New Englanders shook the dust of
this Gomorrah from their silver-buckled shoes and crossed into New Jersey.
The next few nights were ruined for Deane by dysentery and the snoring of
Judge Sherman. Not merely in a figurative sense did politics make strange
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bedfellows at a time when it was customary for inns to place two guests in a
room. Nor had propinquity recommended the self-made jurist to the Yale
graduate, for Deane sent home this supercilious sketch of his colleague:
“Mr. Sherman is clever in private, but I will only say that he is as badly
calculated to appear in such a Company as a chestnut-burr is for an eye-
stone. He occasioned some shrewd countenances among the company, and
not a few oaths, by the odd questions he asked, and the very odd and coun-
trified cadence with which he speaks; but he was, and did, as well as I
expected.” ®

At Princeton it reassured Adams to find Dr. John Witherspoon “as high a
son of liberty as any in America.” The Presbyterian scholar, who had been
summoned from Scotland to the presidency of the struggling little college in
1768, also showed a lively sense of propaganda values. “He says it is necessary
that the Congress should raise money and employ a number of writers in the
newspapers in England, to explain to the public the American plea and
remove the prejudices of Britons.” ?

On the nineteenth day after leaving Boston, so leisured had been their
progress, the Massachusetts men at last sighted Philadelphia. Hot, tired and
dusty as they were, the delegates could not resist the importunity of a wel-
coming committee which escorted them to a tavern. It was eleven that night
before they crept into bed after “a supper as elegant as was ever laid upon
a table.”

The colonial metropolis, with about 38,000 inhabitants, far surpassed its
two nearest rivals. New York could claim nearly 22,000, and the population
of Boston had remained stationary for some years at 17,000. These figures
did not seem insignificant in an age when London itself had only three-
quarters of a million; for Phﬂadelph]a actually outranked Bristol and Dublin
as the second city of the British Empire.

Most of the delegates were newcomers, and on a preliminary tour of
inspection Colonel Eliphalet Dyer of Connecticut lost his way in the metro-
politan surroundings. But it was not the size so much as the pattern of
Philadelphia that most fascinated the visitors. Boston and to a lesser extent
New York had retained many characteristics of Old World towns—narrow
and winding streets huddled about a central green as if there were no room
to expand. Philadelphia, in contrast, was the first truly American city; and its
checkerboard plan moved John Adams to write a travelogue “The regu-
larity and elegance of this city are very striking. It is situated on a neck of
land about two miles wide between the river Delaware and the river Schuyl-
kill; the streets are all exdctly straight and parallel to the river; Front Street
is near the river, then 2nd Street, 3rd 4th, sth, 6th, 7th, 8th, oth. The cross
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streets which intersect them are all equally wide, straight and parallel to each
other, and are named from forest and fruit trees—Pear Street, Apple Street,
Walnut Street, Chestnut Street, &c.”

It might even be said that the Philadelphia of 1774 was the first American
boom town. Not only had its growth been lusty during the past decade, but
it lived by a brisk creed of progress which lacked only a Chamber of Com-
merce. As early as 1751 the city had instituted such unusual civic improve-
ments as lighting its streets and replacing its volunteer night watch with paid
constables. In 1768 a still more novel step was taken when Philadelphia let
its first municipal garbage and street-cleaning contract at a time when
London and Paris were putting up with medieval filth. Visitors from Europe
were always impressed by the neatness of the treelined avenues, many of
them paved in the middle and bordered by brick sidewalks. Neither slums
nor poverty existed in this wealthy little city of fresh air and sunshine, and
its commercial importance was attested by the streams of carts, carriages and
sedan chairs.

Politics played second fiddle only to business in Philadelphia; and the
New Englanders realized that their chief opponent would be Joseph
Galloway, a prosperous local lawyer who aspired to the leadership of the
conservatives in Congress. Forty-five years old, urbane and polished, he was
not lacking in political experience as speaker of the Pennsylvania assembly.
Nor did he lose any time in his efforts “to wait on, and endeavor to find out
the Temper of the Delegates. Near two-Thirds of them are arrived,” he
wrote to another famous loyalist, Governor William Franklin of New Jersey,
“and I conclude all will be ready to proceed to business on Monday. I have
not had any great Opportunity of sounding them. But so far as I have, I
think they will behave with Temper and Moderation.”

The New England radicals were equally busy when it came to button-
holing new delegates as they straggled in from Virginia, Maryland and New
York those last few days before Congress met. Unhappily for Sam Adams,
his fame as a revolutionist had preceded him; and Galloway probably
summed up conservative opinion when he described him as “a man, who
though by no means remarkable for brilliant abilities, yet is equal to most
men in popular intrigue, and the management of a faction. He eats little,
drinks little, sleeps little, thinks much, and is most indefatigable in the
pursuit of his objectives.”

The first test of strength developed before the opening day. “The City
have offered us Carpenters Hall, so called, to meet in,” Deane wrote to his
wife, “and Mr. Galloway offers the State House and insists on our meeting
there, which he says he had a right to offer as Speaker of that House. The
last is evidently the best place, but as he offers, the other party oppose.”
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As the radicals saw it, the selection of Carpenters’ Hall would be inter-
preted as a democratic gesture setting the tone for future decisions of
Congress. For that new edifice was the pride of Philadelphia’s skilled work-
men, who had built it with their own labor and provided it with an excellent
library.

Anzther tug of war began as both factions reflected how helpful it would
be to have a sympathetic secretary of Congress installed. In line with good
political strategy, they raided each other’s camps for acceptable candidates.
Galloway hoped to break the ranks of the New England phalanx by electing
Silas Deane, the 37-year-old Connecticut lawyer who had already shown
signs of being a trimmer. The choice of the left wing was hinted by a seem-
ingly innocent entry in John Adams’ diary: “Walked a little about town;
visited the Market, the State House, the Carpenters' Hall . . . then called
at Mr. Mifflin’s; a grand, spacious and elegant house. Here we had much
conversation with Mr. Charles Thomson, who is, it seems, about marrying
a lady, a relation of Mr. Dickinson’s, with five thousand pounds sterling.
This Charles Thomson is the Sam Adams of Philadelphia, the life of the
cause of liberty, they say.” ®

It was no coincidence that both these Philadelphians were opponents of
Galloway in local politics. Mifflin, a wealthy and handsome Quaker mer-
chant just turned 30, could be reckoned an influence among the aggressive
younger members of his sect. Studious and reserved Charles Thomson,
though he might not have felt flattered by a comparison to Sam Adams, had
long been an inspiration to Pennsylvania’s large Scotch-Irish population,
which backed the patriotic cause to a man.

The hardships endured by those early immigrants were appalling. Filth,
disease and brutality made life miserable on overcrowded sailing vessels
taking weeks for the voyage; and many of the newcomers had pledged them-
selves to years of servitude in payment for their passage. Thomson reached
America at the age of 10 as the son of a Scotch-Irish widower who died on
shipboard within sight of the promised land. The orphan and his five small
brothers and sisters were robbed of their little hoard by the captain and put
ashore in Delaware. After starting life as a “bound boy,” the ambitious youth
managed to educate himself to the extent of becoming a schoolmaster.
Benjamin Franklin, who remained a lifelong friend, helped him to advance
to the position of Greek and Latin instructor at the Academy of Philadelphia.
But Thomson’s interests were not all scholarly, and the success story took a
new turn when he resigned to make good as an importer and merchant. In
the late summer of 1774, at the age of 45, the prosperous business man and
widower was being accepted into one of Philadelphia’s most aristocratic
families by his marriage to a cousin of John Dickinson.
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Galloway could not forgive Thomson, Mifflin and Dickinson for their
part in persuading Philadelphia “to return a friendly and affectionate answer
to the people of Boston” after the enforcement of the Intolerable Acts. No
sooner had Paul Revere galloped into town with the news than the local
patriots called a mass meeting at the City Tavern. Thomson (as he recorded
later, writing in the third person) “pressed for an immediate declaration in
favor of Boston & making common cause with her. But being overcome with
the heat of the room and fatigue, for he had scarce slept an hour for two
nights past, he fainted & was carried out into an adjoining room. Great
clamor was raised against the violence of the measure proposed. . . . As
soon as T[homson] recovered he returned into the room. The tumult and
disorder were past description. He had not strength to attempt opposing the
gust of passion or to allay the heat by anything he could say. He therefore
simply moved a question That an answer should be returned to the letter
from Boston. Thus was put & carried.” *°

Trivial as the victory may seem, it proved to be a first wedge driven into
the conservatism of a colony dominated by Quaker, German and proprietary
influences. A few weeks later, after the governor refused to convene the
assembly, John Dickinson presided at the State House over a meeting of
8,000 citizens addressed by Thomson. Resolutions were passed in favor of
a committee of correspondence, a general congress, and plans to aid the
sufferers from the Boston Port Bill. This day’s work convinced Thomson
“that although the people of Penna. are cautious & backward in entering
into measures, yet when they engage, none are more firm, resolute &
persevering.”

Further proof was given on September 5th at the opening session of
Congress when most of the Pennsylvania delegates, as well as those from
other colonies, decided against Galloway in the two preliminary skirmishes.
That Monday evening he had the melancholy duty of reporting to Dr.
Franklin’s son: “The Congress met this day at Carpenters’ Hall, notwith-
standing the Offer of the Assembly Room, a much more proper Place. They
next proceeded to chuse a Secretary, and, to my Surprize, Charles Thomson
was unanimously elected. The INew Yorkers and myself and a few others,
finding a great Majority did not think it prudent to oppose it. Both of these
Measures, it seems, were privately settled by an Interest made out of
Doors.” **

The last three words were not meant to convey that the delegates had a
passion for fresh air. Throughout the colonies the expression “out of doors”
had long been current to signify political deals such as those remarked by
John Adams when the Caucus Club met in a smoke-filled room of a Boston
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garret. And it may be that other measures had been passed unofficially before
the delegates gathered at the City Tavern to march in a body to Carpenters’
Hall with its neat rows of Windsor chairs.

The North Carolina contingent had not yet appeared, and a few delegates
from other colonies remained to be seated. When these late arrivals took
their places, the membership would be as follows:

connecricuT—Silas Deane, Eliphalet Dyer, Roger Sherman;
pELAWARE— T homas McKean, George Read, Caesar Rodney;
maryLAND—Samuel Chase, Robert Goldsborough, Thomas Johnson, Jr.,
William Paca, Matthew Tilghman;

MASSACHUSETTS—John Adams, Samuel Adams, Thomas Cushing, Robert
Treat Paine;

NEw HAMPSHIRE—Nathaniel Folsom, John Sullivan;

NEw JERSEY—Stephen Crane, John De Hart, James Kinsey, William Liv-
ingston, Richard Smith;

NEw YORK—John Alsop, Simon Boerum, James Duane, John Haring, John
Jay, Francis Lewis, Philip Livingston, Isaac Low; Henry Wisner;

NORTH CAROLINA—Richard Caswell, Joseph Hewes, William Hooper;
PENNsYLVANIA—Edward Biddle, John Dickinson, Joseph Galloway, Charles
Humphreys, Thomas Mifflin, John Morton, Samuel Bhoads, George Ross;
RHODE 1sLAND—Stephen Hopkins, Samuel Ward;

souTH CAROLINA—Christopher Gadsdéen, Thomas Lynch, Henry Middleton,
Edward Rutledge, John Rutledge;

vireiNtA—Richard Bland, Benjamin Harrison, Patrick Henry, Richard Henry
Lee, Edmund Pendleton, Peyton Randolph, George Washington.*

At this first meeting the delegates could not have realized that they were
setting two traditions for a mighty future nation when they decided that the
name of the assembly should be “the Congress” and that its presiding officer
should be known as “the President.” There were no familiar historical prece-
dents in 1774 for either title; and as time went on, Congress named the
nation itself by referring to it first as “the United Colonies” and later as “the
United States.”

The presidency was intended to be an honorary, nonexecutive office with
thie duties of chairman. Not a single member opposed the choice of Peyton
Randolph, a 53-year-old, London-educated lawyer who had recently been
speaker of the Virginia House of Burgesses. “Our President seems designed
by nature for the business,” wrote Deane. “Of an affable, open and majestic
deportment—large in size, though not out of proportion, he commands

* A complete list of all the 342 delegates from 1774 to 1789, and the years of
attendance, will be found in the Appendix.
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respect and esteem by his very aspect, independent of the high character he
sustains.” **

For the sake of appearances a unanimous vote elected Thomson to the
only paid office of Congress, though the result was “mortifying in the last
degree to Mr. Galloway and his party.” It would have been more distressing
if they could have anticipated that the tall, thin, ascetic Philadelphian would
be the only man to take part in every important session down the years to that
March day in 1789 when he made his final entry in the Journals. Seventeen
presidents were to preside over the assembly, but the secretary remained at
his post even during inflation years when his modest salary did not begin to
cover personal expenses.

The balance of the first day was taken up by the approval of credentials.
All the delegations had brought written instructions from their colonies;
but these authorizations dealt for the most part in mild generalities, and in
no case did they include legislative, executive or money-raising powers.

Massachusetts, the storm center of revolt, expressed a hope of reconcilia-
tion by instructing its delegates “to consult upon the present state of the
Colonies, and the miseries to which they are and must be reduced by the
operation of certain acts of Parliament respecting America, and to deliberate
and determine upon wise and proper measures, to be by them recommended
to all the Colonies, for the recovery and establishment of their just rights &
liberties, civil & religious, and the restoration of union & harmony between
Great Britain and the Colonies, most ardently desired by all good men.”

Connecticut, so united in patriotism, could have been expected to express
strong sentiments. But the delegates were simply authorized “to consult and
advise upon proper measures for advancing the best good of the Colonies.”
It might have been supposed that no differences of opinion existed between
those colonies and the mother country.

South Carolina went further than all the rest when it empowered its
delegates “to consider the acts lately passed, and bills depending in parlia-
ment with regard to the port of Boston and Colony of Massachusetts-Bay,
which acts and bills in the precedent and consequences affect the whole
Continent of America—also the grievances under which America labours,
by reason of the several acts of parliament that impose taxes or duties for
raising a revenue, and lay unnecessary burdens on Trade; and of the statutes,
parliamentary acts and royal instructions, which made an invidious distinc-
tion between his majesty’s subjects in Great-Britain and America, with full
power and authority to concert, agree to, and effectually prosecute such legal
measures, as in the opinion of said deputies . . . shall be most likely to
obtain a repeal of the said acts, and a redress of these grievances. . . .”®

There was nothing in the American past to guide the delegates as to the
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authority they might assume. The Stamp Act Congress that met at New York
in 1765 was the most notable precedent, and nine of its twenty-seven mem-
bers were present in Carpenters’ Hall. But it had contented itself with
drawing up respectful protests; and the Congress of 1774, at the end of its
second day's meeting, accepted a status as advisory council when the
members

Resolved, unan: That a Committee be appointed to State the rights of the

colonies in general, the several instances in which these rights are violated

‘or infringed, and the means most proper to be pursued for obtaining a restora-
tion of them,#

The various delegations, as it proved, were to follow their own bent in
the matter of reporting to colonial assemblies or conventions. Some of them
sent home regular and detailed summaries, others thought it enough to write
a chatty letter now and then. In any event, it was seldom that they had
enough time to consult the wishes of their constituents before an issue came
up for decision.

Officially, the members of Congress adopted a policy of secrecy at the
outset by resolving “that the doors be kept shut during the time of business,
and that the members consider themselves under the strongest obligations
of honour, to keep the proceedings secret, untill the majority shall direct
them to be made public.” *

This was interpreted to mean that debates, arguments, statements from
the floor, defeated measures, even the yeas and nays, were not to be recorded
by the secretary. “What Congress adopted, I committed to writing,” ex-
plained Thomson long afterwards. “With what they rejected, I had nothing
further to do; and even this method led to some squabbles with the members
who were desirous of having their speeches and resolutions, however put to
rest by the majority, still preserved upon the Minutes.” ¢

But if this first Congress had its limitations, the delegates were not lacking
in an overwhelming sense of pride. Caesar Rodney considered it “the greatest
assembly (in proportion to the members) that was ever collected in
America.” John Adams took in more territory when he wrote to a Massa-
chusetts friend: “The Congress is such an assembly as never before came
together, on a sudden, in any part of the world. Here are fortunes, abilities,
learning, eloquence, acuteness, equal to any I have ever met with in my life.
. . . Every question is discussed with a moderation, an acuteness, and a
minuteness equal to that of Queen Elizabeth’s privy council.” 7

Only one thing seemed to be lacking, but even at this early date a con-
gressman’s constituents were not backward about asking favors. Silas Deane
scarcely had time to unpack his saddlebags before he received a request from
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a Connecticut acquaintance: “I am very desirous to put my son Giles (now
fifteen years of age) to a merchant in Philadelphia. . . . I will be much
obliged to you to get a good place for him.”

The widows and spinsters of the city had not neglected their opportunity,
and several of the boardinghouses for delegates were eventually to take on
the atmosphere of salons. One of the most notable was Miss Jane Port’s
establishment at Arch near Second, where the Massachusetts members
found lodgings. Mrs. Mary House, the motherly widow who provided for
the South Carolina group at Fifth and Market, was to continue in business
down to 1783, gaining the friendship of such later delegates as Jefferson and
Madison.

Few of the visitors could have spent much time in their rooms, for the
social whirl continued at such a pace that invitations to breakfast were not
uncommon. Sometimes these occasions were obviously arranged for purposes
of political guile, as when Joseph Galloway and Samuel Rhoads entertained
several of the New England radicals. More often, however, the members of
Congress were genuinely eager to break down the barriers of sectionalism.

As a sample of a delegate’s activities just before Congress convened, John
Adams dined on Friday “at Mr. Thomas MifHlin’s, with Mr. Lynch, Mr.
Middleton, and the two Rutledges and their ladies.” On Saturday he
“breakfasted at Dr. Shippen’s . . . dined at Joseph Reed’s . . . spent the
evening with Lee and Harrison from Virginia, the two Rutledges, Dr.
Witherspoon, Dr. Shippen, and other gentlemen; an elegant supper, and
we drank sentiments till eleven o’clock. Lee and Harrison were very high.
Lee had dined with Mr. Dickinson, and drank Burgundy the whole
afternoon.”

Many of the first i 1mpressmons must have been embarrassing at a later date.
Sam Adams, never dreaming that he was praising a future opponent, paid
John Dickinson the ultimate tribute by referring to him as “a true Bos-
tonian.” And it might have astonished a quiet Virginia militia officer if he
had suspected that he came to Congress with a reputation as an orator. For
John Adams was informed “that Colonel Washington made the most elo-
quent speech at the Virginia convention that ever was made. Says he, ‘T will
raise one thousand men, subsist them at my own expense, and march myself
at their head for the relief of Boston.”” #

Neither age nor wealth could always be trusted as an indication of a
delegate’s political views. Edward Rutledge and John Jay, the only members
under thirty, were both conservatives. But Christopher Gadsden, who owned
a 1,000-foot dock at Charleston for his mercantile operations, proved at the
age of 51 to be the most fiery radical of Congress. “Mr. Gadsden leaves all
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New England sons of liberty far behind,” declared Deane. “He is for taking
up his firelock and marching direct to Boston; nay, he affirmed this morning,
that were his wife and all his children in Boston, and they were to perish by
the sword, it would not alter his sentiment or proceeding for American
Liberty. . . "¢

At times the spirit of cordiality at Philadelphia dinner tables seemed a
little forced, as if the delegates were trying too hard to forget the differences
that separated the colonies. Even the governments of the thirteen little
Americas were of four different types. Massachusetts alone had its own
charter combined with a governor representing the crown. Connecticut and
Rhode Island, which came nearest to being republics, took pride in charters
permitting them to control their own executive officers. Pennsylvania, Dela-
ware and Maryland, the three proprietary provinces, were originally vast
feudal domains owned by the Penn and Calvert families, which still claimed
many rights and privileges in the executive administration. The remainin
seven colonies had no charters and their assemblies were controlled to a large
extent by crown-appointed governors,,

Geographically the colonies were separated in their interests not only by
distance but also by a diversity of products ranging from rice and indigo in
the South to ship timbers in the forests of New England. The differences in
population added to the estrangement; for the three smallest colonies, Dela-
ware and Georgia and Rhode Island, had reason to be jealous of the three
largest, Pennsylvania, Virginia and Massachusetts. Climate also played its
part in shaping traditions for the northern provinces which were alien to
those prevailing in the middle and southern areas.

Often the problems could not be contained within provincial borders.
Immigration had created an early American melting pot which boiled with
recent German and Scotch-Irish arrivals. Theology became a factor when the
Congregationalists and Presbyterians took an active part in the revolt against
England, while the Quakers, Episcopalians and German sects usually
favored reconciliation. Even within the colonies themselves there were bitter
factions. The small farmers of the frontier felt that they were being exploited
by the tidewater merchants and planters; and in North Carolina this clash
had already led to the pitched battle of the Alamance.

These were some of the specters that haunted Congress at the second day’s
meeting when the question arose as to how the colonies should vote. The
arguments were not recorded in the minutes, but that tireless reporter John
Adams took notes.?

Duane of New York opened the discussion by suggesting that a committee
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be appointed. “Mr. Henry then arose, and said this was the first General
Congress which had ever happened . . . and therefore that a precedent
ought to be established now; that it would be a great injustice if a little
Colony should have the same weight in the councils of America as a great
one, and therefore he was for a committee.”

John Sullivan, the New Hampshire lawyer whose Scotch-Irish parents
had come to this country as redemptioners, insisted that “a little Colony has
its all at stake as well as a great one.”

“This question is of great importance,” declared John Adams. “If we vote
by Colonies, this method will be liable to great inequality and injustice; for
five small Colonies, with one hundred thousand people in each, may outvote
four large ones, each of which has five hundred thousand inhabitants. If we
vote by the poll, some Colonies have more than their proportion of members,
and others have less. If we vote by interests, it will be attended with
insuperable difhiculties to ascertain the true importance of each Colony.
Is the weight of a Colony to be ascertained by the number of inhabitants
merely, or by the amount of their trade, the quantity of their exports and
imports, or by any compound ratio of both? This will lead us into such a field
of controversy as will greatly perplex us. Besides, I question whether it is
possible to ascertain, at this time, the numbers of our people or the value of
our trade.”

The delegates might have had it out, hammer and tongs, if Patrick Henry
had not saved the day with the first flight of eloquence heard on the floor of
the Continental Congress. Thomson described him as “dressed in a suit of
parson’s gray, and from his appearance I took him for a Presbyterian clergy-
man, used to haranguing the people.” He began, according to Adams, with
three challenging words:

“Government is dissolved.”

Here it may be assumed that he let a dramatic pause intervene before
continuing: “Fleets and armies and the present state of things show that
government is dissolved. Where are your landmarks, your boundaries of
Colonies?” No doubt the orator paused again for emphasis, then answered
his own rhetorical question: “We are in a state of nature, sir. . . . The dis-
tinctions between Virginians, Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers and New Eng-
landers, are no more. I am not a Virginian, but an American.”

Testimony as to the effect on the audience was offered by Deane, who
assured his wife that “in a letter I can give you no idea of the music of his
voice, or of the high-wrought yet natural elegance of his style.”

Patrick Henry had shown Congress a glimpse of the promised land. But
it is noteworthy that he continued to take the side of the larger colonies,
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which wished to vote according to population. And much as the delegates
from smaller colonies may have esteemed his oratory, they stuck by their
guns until they defeated him.

Thomas Lynch spoke for wealthy but not too populous South Carolina
when he said, “I differ in one point from the gentleman from Virginia; that
is, in thinking that numbers only ought to determine the weight of Colonies.
I think that property ought to be considered, and that it ought to be a com-
pound of numbers and property that should determine the weight of the
Colonies.”

Samuel Ward, a small-colony man from Rhode Island, reminded the
orator that “there are a great many counties, in Virginia, very unequal in
point of wealth and numbers, yet each has a right to send two members.”

The limited powers of Congress were very sensibly pointed out by John
Rutledge. “We have no legal authority; and obedience to our determination
will only follow the reasonableness, the apparent utility and necessity of the
measures we adopt. We have no coercive or legislative authority. Our con-
stituents are bound only in honor to observe our determinations.”

In the end it was agreed, for lack of a better solution, that each colony
should have one vote. The compromise could not have p]eased everybody,
for the Connecticut delegates reported to Governor Trumbull, “As this
was objected to as unequal, an entry was made on the journals to prevent
it being drawn into precedent in the future.”

At least, Congress had weathered its first sectional clash. But the more
thoughtful members knew that the greatest problem before them was to
create some unity out of the disunity of America. They knew that Patrick
Henry had offered them the ideal and not the reality in his concluding
statement:

“All distinctions are thrown down. All America is one mass.”



Chapter 4

The Tolling of the Bells

WO large committees were appointed this first week to grapple with

I the tasks which Congress deemed most important. The first, consisting
of two members from each colony, had as its duty the drawing up of a
statement of American rights, the violations of these rights, and the best
means of securing a restoration of them. The second, limited to one member
from each colony, was asked to examine the various statutes affecting trade
and commerce, and to recommend the most practical methods of protecting
American interests.

Nobody realized more clearly than the delegates themselves that some of
their main arguments against England would not hold water from a strictly
legal viewpoint. Lord Chatham, the foremost friend of America, had already
pointed out the leaks in a favorite complaint; for many sections and interests
of the mother country were also being taxed without representation.
Actually, as the delegates well knew, their deepest grievances were emotional
rather than constitutional—it enraged them no end to be treated as dull pro-
vincials by their inferiors in Parliament.

This was the sort of resentment which moved George Washington in a
letter of 17765 to refer with heavy sarcasm to “our lordly masters.” James Otis
exploded more furiously in reply to a piece of British arrogance. “Colonies?”
he roared. “Whose colonies can the creatures mean?”

Such grievances, much as they had to do with the revolt, could not of
course be included among the violations of American rights. Nor was it safe
for the large committee to confine itself entirely to constitutional grounds in
drawing up a bill of complaints. The only way to avoid both horns of the
dilemma, as the radicals plainly perceived, was to take the path of “natural
law.”

Here, again, is an expression, like “Continental,” which needs translation

. 43
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for following generations. Although the late eighteenth century saw the
dawn of modern institutions, including the development of the steam engine
which ushered in the Machine Age, the philosophers of that era preferred to
think of it as old, corrupt and decadent. Diderot, the editor of the French
Encyclopédie, summed up this attitude in terms more convincing to his
contemporaries than to modern readers. “I am persuaded,” he wrote, “that
the industry of man has gone too far and that if it had stopped long ago and
if it were possible to simplify the results, we should not be the worse. I believe
there is a limit to civilization, a limit more conformable to the happiness of
man in general than is imagined.” And he concluded on a wistful note, “But
how to return to it, having left it, or how to remain in it, if we were there,
I know not.” '

The intellectuals of 1774, in short, believed that their own complex and
overcivilized age had strayed far from the ideal of human felicity, as repre-
sented by some bygone Eden ruled by natural law. They believed in the
pure, the simple, the innocent. They believed that man in a primitive state
had governed himself with unerring wisdom until he was tempted to taste
the apple of luxury; and they trusted that some of the principles of natural
law could be restored.

The theory seems vague and sentimental in the present age. But before
smiling at the foibles of the past, it might be well to consider a current
doctrine. Not many moderns accustomed to the thought of this century
would question the word “progress” as represented by the mechanical and
scientific wonders of the day. It is a generally accepted theory that man has
raised himself by his bootstraps and that he will continue to improve his lot.
Yet the time may come when progress will seem as quaint as natural law to
some future generation which has its own opinion of two horrible World
Wars in a generation.

It might appear that eighteenth-century Americans could have sought
guidance from the copper-colored primitives addicted to scalping settlers on
the frontiers. But Jefferson held that Hengest and Horsa were the perfect
models—“the Saxon chiefs from whom we claim the honor of being de-
scended, and whose political principles we have assumed.” He was willing
to accept the English constitution when it seemed to follow the canons of
natural law, but he believed that it had gone astray in many respects hurtful
to America.

James Otis was probably the first patriot to grasp the practical advantages
in the quarrel with England. He realized that when all other defenses fell,
natural law was a citadel that could be held against all attacks of British
legalists. For even when anybody could be sure just what was meant, the
difficulties of rebuttal were obvious.
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It would be unjust, however, to accuse the Americans of cynicism. Allow-
ing for a few exceptions, most of the colonists were sincere in their convic-
tion. Even Sam Adams, who seldom balked at any means to gain his end,
trusted devoutly that natural law had been interpreted for America by such
early Puritans as Bradford and Winthrop. As for the practical effects, any
present-day skeptic who doubts the part played by the concept in the history
of the United States needs only to supply the italics in the first paragraph
of a famous national document:

“When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for 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 . . .”

There was no member of Congress less given to metaphysical flights than
the 49-year-old politician and ex-governor of Rhode Island. But Samuel
Ward did not think it a radical departure when he summed up, in order of
importance, the codes claimed by the colonies as the basis of their liberties:
“T’he Committee met, agreed to found our rights upon the laws of nature,
the principles of the English constitution, and charters and compacts.”

This stand was not reached without protests from conservative members
of the committee, as John Adams reported in his notes. “Mr. Galloway and
Mr. Duane were for excluding the law of nature. I was very strenuous for
retaining and insisting upon it, as a resource to which we might be driven
by Parliament much sooner than we were aware.” *

Richard Henry Lee, of the already notable Virginia family, took a similar
view. “The rights,” he declared, “are built on a fourfold foundation; on
nature, on the British constitution, on charters, and on immemorial usage.”
And he saw no good reason “why we should not lay our rights upon the
broadest bottom, the ground of nature. Our ancestors found here no gov-
ernment.” .

The three leading conservatives of the committee objected. James Duane,
whose “sly, surveying eye” will be recalled, advised “grounding our rights
on the laws and constitution of the country from whence we sprung, and
charters, without recurring to the law of nature; because this will be a feeble
support.”

“Our claims, I think, are well founded on the British constitution,” said
Edward Rutledge, “and not on the law of nature.”

Galloway was equally positive. “I have looked for our rights in the law of
nature, but could not find them in a state of nature, but always in a state of
political society. I have looked for them in the constitution of the British
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government, and there found them. We may draw from this source
securely.”

The advocates of natural law prevailed, and Adams adds that “the other
great question was, what authority we should concede to Parliament;
whether we should deny the authority of Parliament in all cases. . . .
These discussions spun into great length and nothing was determined.”

The smaller committee, appointed to consider the statutes affecting
American commerce, reached an early agreement advocating trade boycotts
as the best means of bringing the mother country to terms. Experience
seemed to recommend such a solution, for the “associations” of the various
colonies in 1770 had cost English merchants such a pretty penny that
Parliament was beseeched to repeal the Townshend Acts.

John Adams also served on this committee and took down statements
which do not appear in the Journals. His account makes it apparent, in the
light of later events, that the members had an exaggerated idea of the impor-
tance of American trade to England.?

Samuel Chase, the burly Annapolis lawyer who was nicknamed Bacon-
Face because of his red countenance, voiced an optimism shared by his
colleagues: “Force, I apprehend, is out of the question in our present inquiry.
. . . The emigrations from Great Britain prove that they are taxed as far as
they can bear. A total non-importation and non-exportation to Great Britain
and the West Indies must produce a national bankruptcy in a very short
space of time.”

“We want not only redress, but speedy redress,” said Lynch. “The mass
can’t live without government, I think, one year. . . . I believe that Parlia-
ment would grant us immediate relief. Bankruptcy would be the conse-
quence if they did not.”

Even the wildest radical of the Congress would never have spoken in
favor of armed resistance. Yet it is significant that two members were already
mentioning war as a possibility.

“I am for being ready,” the fiery Gadsden declared, “but I am not for the
sword. The only way to prevent the sword from being used, is to have it
ready.”

“Negotiation, suspension of commerce, and war, are the only three
things,” said John Jay. “War is, by general consent, to be waived at present.
I am for negotiation and suspension of commerce.”

So thoroughly were the other members of the committee in accord that
they went ahead to frame nonimportation and nonexportation agreements in
perfect confidence that such methods of passive resistance would wring
concessions from Parliament. It was the greatest delusion of the first Conti-
nental Congress.
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There were, as a matter of fact, two Congresses—the one which gathered
each morning in Carpenters’ Hall, and the other which held informal meet-
ings “out of doors” as the opposing factions discussed their strategy.

From the beginning it had been no secret that Galloway and his cohorts
intended to place some plan of reconciliation before the assembly. James
Duane hinted as to its nature with the statement, “A firm union between
the Parent State and her colonies ought to be the great object of this
Congress.”

The “violent party,” as Galloway called it, was just as determined to widen
the breach by persuading Congress to pass resolutions denouncing the
Intolerable Acts and making the grievances of Massachusetts a common
cause.

Circumstance came to the aid of the radicals the first week, and they were
not slow to seize their advantage. On the afternoon of September 6th Con-
gress was stunned by the news that Boston had been bombarded and burned
by the redcoats—“a confused account but an alarming one indeed,” John
Adams wrote in his diary that evening. “God grant that it may not be found
true.”

But fresh reports the next morning only seemed to verify the rumor and
multiply the horrors of the calamity. “An express arrived from N. York,”
wrote Deane to his wife, “confirming the acct. of a rupture at Boston. All is
in confusion. I cannot say that all faces gather paleness, but they all gather
indignation, and every tongue pronounces revenge. The bells toll muffled,
and the people run as in a state of extremity, they know not where nor
why.” 3

The mood of Congress can be imagined. So far Sam Adams had been
singing small, for he was aware that the other members suspected him of a
Congregational bias as well as revolutionary ideas. But at this moment,
according to John Adams, the archrebel rose and “said he was no bigot, and
could hear a prayer from a gentleman of piety and virtue, who was at the
same time a friend to his country. He was a stranger in Philadelphia, but
had heard that Mr. Duché . . . deserved that character, and therefore he
moved that Mr. Duché, an episcopal clergyman, might be desired to read
prayers to the Congress tomorrow morning.” ¢

At the first meeting Cushing had moved that Congress be opened with
prayer. Jay and Edward Rutledge opposed, according to the diarist, “because
we were so divided in religious sentiments; some Episcopalians, some Quak-
ers, some Anabaptists, some Presbyterians, and some Congregationalists, that
we could not join in the same act of worship.” This Wednesday morning,
however, the occasion was so solemn that Sam Adams’ resolution carried

unanimously. And on Thursday, after all the bells of the city had been
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tolling for two days, the stage was set for drama as the Rev. Jacob Duché
read the cadences of the Thirty-fth Psalm:

“Plead my cause, O Lord, with them that strive against me: fight against
them that fight against me. Take hold of shield and buckler, and stand up
for mine help. . . .”

The Rev. Mr. Duché had a name as the city’s most fashionable Church of
England rector, renowned for his oratorical sermons. Wearing full canoni-
cals, he concluded by praying “without book, about ten minutes, so perti-
nently, with such fervency, purity, and sublimity of style and sentiment,
and with such an apparent sensibility of the scenes and business before us,
that even the Quakers shed tears.” ?

All the members were so moved that the pastor was afterwards appointed
chaplain of Congress. This was not the only effect of his prayer, for the
strength of the radical faction had gained perceptibly. The rumor of Boston's
destruction proved false, but it had left its effect on the minds of the dele-
gates. Even though the bells were soon “ringing a peal of joy,” Congress
could not forget how dismally they had tolled for the death of an American
city.

It was not the first time that piety had been summoned to the aid of
patriotism. Only that spring Thomas Jefferson, Richard Henry Lee and
Patrick Henry had used religion as a fulcrum for moving Virginia to elect
delegates to this very Congress. As Jefferson rather flippantly recalled, they
saw “the necessity for arousing our people from the lethargy into which they
had fallen, as to passing events, and thought that the appointment of a day
of general fasting and prayer would be most likely to call up and alarm their
attention. . . . With the help, therefore, of Rushworth, whom we rum-
maged over for the revolutionary precedents and forms of the Puritans . . .
we cooked up a resolution, somewhat modernizing their phrases, for appoint-
ing the 1st day of June, on which the port-bill was to commence, for a day of
fasting, humiliation and prayer, to implore Heaven to avert from us the evils
of civil war, to inspire us with firmness in support of our rights, and to turn
the hearts of the King and Parliament to moderation and justice.”

The conspirators persuaded Robert Carter Nicholas, one of the most grave
and devout elderly members, to put the resolution through the House of
Burgesses. He appears to have been pleased by such a sudden display of
piety from a young man suspected of freethinking tendencies, but the crown
authorities were not so credulous. “The Governor dissolved us, as usual,”
Jefferson added cheerfully. “We returned home, and in our several counties
invited the clergy to meet assemblies of the people on the 1st of June . .
to address to them discourses suited to the occasion. The people met gen-
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erally, with anxiety and alarm in their countenances, and the effect of that
day, throughout the whole colony, was like a shock of electricity, arousing
every man, and placing him erect and solidly on his center. They chose,
universally, delegates for the convention.” ¢

The conspicuous success of this maneuver set a precedent for many other
days of fasting, humiliation and prayer to be proclaimed during the early
years of the Revolution. It may be that Gouverneur Morris was recalling
such occasions in his old age when he indulged in some somber speculations
as to the nature of the hereafter. “There must be something more to hope,”
he mused, “than pleasure, wealth and power. Something more to fear than
poverty and pain. Something after death more terrible than death: there
must be religion.”

But cynics, however brilliant, do not create nations; and the rebels of the
first Continental Congress, almost to a man, were united in the firm per-
suasion of a righteous cause. They might use religion as the staff of patriot-
ism, but their faith was strong enough to move mountains. Their deity was
the Jehovah of the Old Testament, and sects could not divide them.

The bells were still tolling in their hearts for Boston when Paul Revere
rode once more into Philadelphia on September 16th, this time with a copy
of the famous Suffolk Resolves. The patriots of Boston, forbidden to meet in
that city, had gone to a village in Suffolk County, under the leadership of
Dr. Joseph Warren, to draw up a statement of rights and grievances.
Nineteen articles listed “infractions of those rights to which we are justly
entitled by the laws of nature, the British constitution and the charter of this
province.” And the signers agreed “that no obedience is due from this
province to either or any part of the acts above-mentioned, but that they be
rejected as the attempts of a wicked administration to enslave America.”?

The day after the Suffolk Resolves arrived, as Sam Adams reported to
Boston, they were “read with great applause” before Congress. Galloway at
once scented a plot. In a pamphlet published six years later, when he was a
loyalist refugee in England, he charged that “continual expresses were em-
ployed between Philadelphia and Boston. . . . Whatever these patriots in
Congress wished to have done by their colleagues without, to induce General
Gage, then at the head of his Majesty’s army at Boston, to give them a pretext
for violent opposition, or to promote their measure in Congress, Mr. Adams
advised and directed to be done; and when done, it was dispatched by express
to Congress. By one of these expresses came the inflammatory resolves of the
county of Suffolk, which contained a complete declaration of war against
Great Britain.” 8

This accusation is supported by the letters of Sam Adams, who had kept
in constant touch with the Boston revolutionary machine. The radicals in
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Congress knew their strength by this time, and on September 18th it was

Resolved unan, That this assembly deeply feels the suffering of their
countrymen in the Massachusetts-Bay, under the operation of the late unjust,
cruel, and oppressive acts of the British Parliament—that they most thoroughly
approve the wisdom and fortitude, with which opposition to these wicked
ministerial measures has hitherto been conducted, and they earnestly recom-
mend to their brethren, a perseverence in the same firm and temperate con-
duct expressed in the resolutions . . . trusting that the effect of the united
efforts of North America in their behalf, will carry such conviction to the
British nation, of the unwise, unjust, and ruinous policy of the present ad-
ministration, as quickly to introduce better men and wiser measures.®

A second article urged the colonies to continue sending supplies to the
beleaguered town. And as a final gesture of defiance, it was ordered “that
these resolutions, together with the resolutions of the county of Suffolk, be
published in the newspapers.”

The “violent party” had drawn first blood. But Galloway and his faction
were not yet beaten, and on September 28th he made a speech introducing
his “plan of a proposed union between Great Britain and the Colonies.”
John Adams, as usual taking notes, reported the climax of his plea:

There must be a union of wills and strength, a distinction between a State
and a multitude: a State is animated by one soul. . . . We want the aid and
assistance and protection of our mother country. Protection and allegiance
are reciprocal duties. Can we lay claim to the money and protection of Great
Britain upon any principles of honor or conscience? Can we wish to become
aliens to the mother state? We must come upon terms with Great Britain.¢

There was nothing new about his idea of an American legislature inferior
to Parliament and supervised by a crown-appointed president-general with
strong executive powers. Several such proposals had been rejected in the
colonial past, for they contained the same defect which had led to constant
clashes between the provincial assemblies and crown-appointed governors.
After Duane had seconded the motion and expressed himself in favor,
Richard Henry Lee spoke in opposition: “This plan would make such
changes in the Legislature of the Colonies that I could not agree to it without
consulting my constituents.”

“I am led to adopt this plan,” said Jay. “Does this plan give up any one
liberty, or interfere with any one right?”

Edward Rutledge also ranged himself on Galloway’s side. “I came with
the idea of getting a bill of rights and permanent relief. I think this plan may
be freed from almost every objection. I think it is almost a perfect plan.”
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“We shall liberate our constituents from a corrupt House of Commons,”
objected Patrick Henry, “but throw them into the arms of an American
Legislature, that may be bribed by the nation which avows, in the face of the
world, that bribery is a part of her system of government. Before we are
obliged to pay taxes as they do, let us be as free as they; let us have our trade
open with all the world.”

Galloway himself had the last word: “In every government, patriarchal,
monarchial, aristocratical, or democratical, there must be a supreme legis-
lature. . . . There is a necessity that an American legislature should be set
up, or else that we should give the power to Parliament or King.”

From a radical point of view, the vote on the resolution was too close for
comfort. Despite the rule of secrecy, it leaked out that Galloway had been
defeated by six colonies to five. This narrow squeak appeared to have embar-
rassed the delegates afterwards, for great pains were taken to expunge all
account of the proceedings from the record.

In further atonement for its lapse, Congress began mulling over the
Suffolk Resolves again and concluded that it had not gone far enough in
championing the cause of Massachusetts. But there could be no doubt on
October 8th that the “violent party” was in the saddle after a majority of
the delegates

Resolved, That this Congress approve of the opposition by the Inhabitants
of the Massachusetts-Bay, to the execution of the late acts of Parliament; and
if the same shall be attempted to be carried into execution by force, in such
case, all America ought to support them in their opposition.*

It was no wonder that Galloway and Duane endeavored to have their
opposition entered upon the minutes. And when this privilege was denied,
each supplied the other with a certificate attesting that he had given no
support to such a seditious resolution.

Odd as it may appear, this same Duane had a great deal to do with com-
posing the so-called Declaration of Rights in which Congress took such pride.
The seeming inconsistency is explained by the fact that all the delegates
were agreed as to the genuine grievances of the colonies. It was the question
of what to do about it that caused the split between radicals and conservatives.

Oratory did not find much outlet in such an intimate little assembly, but
a “strong pen” was esteemed when it came to drawing up state papers. From
first to last the members of Congress reserved the privilege of editing these
documents, and authors who did not please were likely to find their efforts
rejected entirely. Duane’s ideas and phraseology survived to such an extent
that the Declaration of Independence later adapted with a few changes the
paragraph in which the American colonies
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Resolved, That they are entitled to life, liberty, & property, and they have
never ceded to any sovereign power whatever, a right to dispose of either
without their consent.

It was doubtless due to the New York lawyer’s influence that the Declara-
tion of Rights, approved by Congress on October 14th, showed an admirable
restraint and moderation. The document included ten resolutions setting
forth American nghts based more often on the common law of England than
natural law. The ancient nghts of petition and assembly and “of being tried
by their peers of the vicinage” were asserted, as well as the right of being
free of a standing army in time of peace except by “the consent of the legis-
lature of that colony, in which said army is kept.” And though Duane himself
had supported Galloway’s plan, one of the resolutions stated in no uncertain
terms that “a council appointed, during pleasure, by the crown, is unconsti-
tutional, dangerous and destructive of the freedom of American legislation.”

The most timeworn of colonial grievances was not forgotten, and the
powers of Parliament were defined as being “restrained to the regulation of
our external commerce, for the purpose of securing the commercial advan-
tages of the whole empire to the mother country, and the commercial
benefits of its respective members; excluding every idea of taxation, internal
or external, for raising a revenue on the subjects in America, without their
consent.” 12

The propaganda possibilities of the Address to the People of Great Britain
appealed to Congress, and Richard Henry Lee was first nominated as author.
His draft did not suit the committee, which turned the task over to John Jay.
The change could not have been made without some jealousy and hurt feel-
ings, as Thomas Jefferson learned to his embarrassment in 1775 when he
committed the error of praising William Livingston for the composition.

“The next morning,” related Jefferson, “walking into the hall of Congress

. I observed Mr. Jay speaking to R. H. Lee and leading him by the
button of the coat to me. ‘I understand, sir, said he to me, ‘that this gentle-
man informed you, that Governor Livingston drew the Address to the
people of Great Britain.” I assured him, at once that I had not received that
information from Mr. Lee . . . and after some explanations the subject
was dropped. These gentlemen had had some sparring in debate before, and
continued ever very hostile to each other.” 23

In spite of young Jay's conservative views, the Address could hardly be
called a model of tact and conciliation. The very first paragraph bristles with
indignation: “When a nation, led to greatness by the hand of Liberty . . .
descends to the ungrateful task of forging chains for her Friends and Chil-
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dren, and instead of giving support to Freedom, turns advocate for Slavery
and Oppression, there is reason to suspect she has either ceased to be
virtuous, or been extremely negligent in the appointment of her rulers.”

After about 3,000 words in a similar tone, one of the concluding sentences
leaves no doubt as to American sentiment: “But if you are determined that
your ministers shall wantonly sport with the rights of Mankind—if neither
the voice of justice, the dictates of the law, the principles of the constitution,
or the suggestions of humanity can restrain your hands from shedding
human blood in such an impious cause, we must then tell you, that we will
never submit to be hewers of wood or drawers of water for any ministry or
nation in the world.” *#

Patrick Henry had been assigned to drafting the petition to the king.
But the spoken rather than the written word proved to be his medium; and
the committee asked John Dickinson to wield a pen already famous for
The Letters of a Farmer in Pennsylvania, published in 1768 to protest the
Townshend Acts.

Up to this time the most outspoken complaints of the colonists had been
careful to spare the monarch. The word “administration,” often preceded by
the adjective “wicked,” was a favorite reliance of rebel pamphleteers who
wished to toss a rhetorical bomb under the seats of the mighty in England.
When the king was mentioned at all, it was usually with the intimation that
he had been deceived by artful ministers. This style was faithfully followed
by Dickinson, who declared that “as your majesty enjoys the signal distinc-
tion of reigning over freemen, we apprehend that the language of free-
men cannot be displeasing. Your royal indignation, we hope, will rather
fall upon those designing and dangerous men, who daringly interposing
themselves between your royal person and your faithful subjects . . . by
abusing your majesty’s authority, misrepresenting your American subjects
and prosecuting the most desperate and irritating projects of oppression,
have at length compelled us, by the force of accumulated injuries too severe
to be any longer tolerable, to disturb your majesty’s repose by our com-
plaints. These sentiments are extorted from hearts that much more willingly
would bleed in your majesty’s service. . . . Your royal authority over us and
our connexion with Great Britain, we shall always carefully and zealously
endeavor to support and maintain.” *°

Just as the petition to the king differed in tone from the address to the
people of England, so the Address to the Inhabitants of the Province of
Quebec was couched in still another style. It had long been a wishful con-
viction of the American colonists that French Canada, so recently conquered
by Britain, would be fertile ground for propaganda. John Dickinson, who
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had murmured to the king in such respectful terms, gave proof of his adapt-
ability by turning out staccato phrases peppered with exclamation points for
Canadian consumption:

Unhappy people! who are not only injured but insulted. Nay more!—
With such a superlative contempt of your understanding and spirit, has an
insolent Ministry presumed . . . to perswade themselves that your gratitude,
for the injuries and insults they have recently offered to you, will engage you
to take up arms and render yourselves the ridicule and detestation of the
world, by becoming tools, in their hands, to assist them in taking that freedom
from us, which they have treacherously denied to you.®

In their solicitations for Canadian sympathy the Americans had still an-
other ax to grind. That spring, along with the Intolerable Acts, Parliament
had passed the Quebec Act on the advice of a capable governor-general, Sir
Guy Carleton. The measure, far from being repressive in purpose, was
one of the few wise pieces of colonial legislation approved by Parliament in
this era. Not only did it guarantee Britain’s new Catholic subjects freedom
of worship in an intolerant age, but it served a strategic purpose by extend-
ing Quebec Province westward and southward to include the French set-
tlements of the Illinois country.

The members of Congress viewed the measure as an attempt to encircle
the colonies. As aggressive Protestants they resented the religious clauses
so much that one of the grievances of the Declaration of Rights was held to
be the “establishing of the Roman Catholick Religion in the Province of
Quebec.” This fact did not embarrass John Dickinson, who asked the Cana-
dians in his address, “What is offered to you by the late act of Parliament?
.. . Liberty of conscience in your religion?” And he answered his own
query with an unblushing “No.”

The English-speaking colonies of Canada were not overlooked by Con-
gress, which sent letters to St. Johns and Nova Scotia as well as East and
West Florida. Nor were the American colonies themselves neglected; for
a memorial of 5,000 words, after repeating the familiar lessons of indoc-
trination, ended by warning that if “the peaceable mode of opposition
recommended by us, be broken and rendered ineffectual, as your cruel and
haughty ministerial enemies, from a contemptuous opinion of your firmness,
insolently predict will be the case, you must inevitably be reduced to chuse,
eithe;r a more dangerous contest, or a final, ruinous and infamous subjec-
tion.” 7

The diarist of Congress continued to hop about Philadelphia like a plump
New England robin, keeping a bright and inquisitive eye cocked for every
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development. “My time,” he wrote, “is totally filled from the moment I get
out of bed until I return to it. Visits, ceremonies, company, business, news-
papers, pamphlets, &c, &c, &c.”

A delegate’s day usually began with an early awakening in one of the
boardinghouses near Carpenters’ Hall. Conferences before breakfast were
not infrequent, then the time from nine to three was devoted to “debates
upon the most abstruse mysteries of state.” Four in the afternoon was the
customary colonial dinner hour, followed by an evening of wine and talk
leading up to a late supper and bedtime. That these occasions were not en-
tirely social was hinted by Adams’ comment: “We have been obliged to keep
ourselves out of sight and to feel pulses and sound the depths; to insinuate
our sentiments, designs, and desires, by means of other persons; sometimes
of one Provmce and sometimes of another.” ¢

Philadelphia continued to be so hospitable that he sighed, “I shall be Killed
with kindness in this place.” But he enjoyed his martyrdom, and it was
rather grumpily one Saturday evening that he set down the unwonted item,
“Dined at home . . . upon salt fish.” The next week he was booked solidly by
Philadelphia hostesses, and again the diary is filled with such notes as,
“Dined with Mr. Charles Thomson, with only Mr. Dickinson, his lady and
niece, in company. A most delightful afternoon we had; sweet communion
indeed, we had.”

The most voluptuous feast of all appears to have been the one given by
Judge Samuel Chew for those close political allies, the Massachusetts and
Virginia delegates. “We were shown into a grand entry and staircase,” re-
ported Adams, “and into an elegant and most magnificent chamber, until
dinner. . . . The furniture was all rich. Turtle, and every other thing,
flummery, jellies, sweetmeats of twenty sorts, trifles, whipped sillabubs,
floating islands, fools, &c. and then a dessert of fruits, raisins, almonds, pears,
peaches. Wines most excellent and admlrable I drank Madeira at a great
rate and found no inconvenience in it.”

All was not sweetness and light at Carpenters’ Hall, however, when nerves
were worn thin by the friction of committee duties. “I am wearied to death
with the life I lead,” Adams grumbled after a month of it. “The business
of Congress is tedious beyond expression.” As the session neared its end, he
displayed even more irritation. “In Congress, nibbling and quibbling as
usual. There is no greater mortification than to sit with half a dozen wits,
deliberating upon a petition, address or memorial. These great wits, these
subtle critics, these refined geniuses, these learned lawyers, these wise states-
men, are so fond of showing their parts and powers, as to make their con--
sultations very tedious. Young Ned Rutledge is a perfect Bob-o-Lincoln—



56 THE RELUCTANT REBELS

a swallow, a sparrow, a peacock; excessively vain, excessively weak, and
excessively variable and unsteady; jejune, inane, and puerile.” *®

It is likely that the Charleston delegate, only 24 years old and a recent
bridegroom, annoyed Adams by his parochial opposition to two of the non-
exportation clauses. All the other South Carolina members except Gadsden
also threatened to withdraw unless rice and indigo, the chief products of
the colony, were listed as exceptions. With unity at stake, Congress re-
stored peace by a compromise allowing rice to be exported on condition that
South Carolina yield in respect to indigo. There was nothing further to
prevent the signing of the Articles of Association—the first of the five great
documents of the Revolutionary era—which sets forth its purpose in an
opening paragraph:

To obtain redress of these grievances, which threaten destruction to the
lives, liberty and property of his majesty’s subjects, in North America, we are
of the opinion that a non-importation, non-consumption, and non-exportation
agreement, faithfully adhered to, will prove the most speedy, effectual, and
peaceable measure.?

1

The economic causes of the Revolution had always been as vital as po-
litical grievances, even though they were not so stridently asserted. Such
merchant princes as Gadsden, Hancock and Robert Morris did not risk
their lives and fortunes without reason. They remembered that beaver
hats, made of furs trapped in America, had been a thriving American indus-
try unti]l Parliament came to the rescue of English manufacturers by for-
bidding the colonists the right of exportation. A lusty young metal-working
industry was likewise throttled when Parliament required the operators of
American smelting furnaces to send their raw iron to the mother country—
to be shipped back as finished products to the place of origin. American
tobacco found one of its best markets in Holland, but Parliament demanded
that it be sold first to English middlemen, unloaded and loaded again before
being sold to Dutch distributors. Parliament passed the Navigation Acts for
the purpose of crippling rather than taxing American manufacturers; and
it will be recalled that the Tea Act of 1773 was resisted less as an impost than
an entering wedge for commercial monopolies at the expense of America.

Regulations of this sort were not at all unusual in an age when all Euro-
pean nations held that colonies existed for the purpose of being milked. But
Americans had long resented the prohibitions of their own manufactures
which made it necessary for them to buy English goods at prices ranging
from 25 to 40 per cent above those prevailing in a free market. After years
of turning the other cheek, their representatives in Congress took great satis-
faction in striking back with the nonintercourse provisions of the Association.
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The document also seemed to them the foremost achievement of the
assembly because it represented the promise if not actually the fulfillment of
unity. After all, twelve colonies had demonstrated that they could reach an
agreement based on sacrifices for a common cause; and the Association has
every right to be considered the legitimate ancestor of the Declaration.

Most of the fourteen articles dealt with the terms of setting up and en-
forcing the boycotts. But Congress dreamed for a moment of a self-sufficient
America when it pledged the colonies to “encourage frugality, economy, and
industry, and promote agriculture, arts and the manufactures of this coun-
try, especially that of wool.” Not even the morals of America were neg-
lected, and it may be suspected that such pious Congregationalists as Sam
Adams and Roger Sherman introduced this Puritanical note:

We will, in our several stations . . . discountenance arnd discourage every
species of extravagance and dissipation, especially all horse-racing, and all
kinds of gaming, cock-fighting, exhibitions of shews, plays, and other expen-

sive diversions and entertainments. . . .

After the Association had been safely launched, the delegates elected
Henry Middleton as their new president to replace the ailing Peyton Ran-
dolph. And having already written addresses to everyone else under the sun,
Congress sent a bread-and-butter letter of formal thanks to its Pennsylvania
hosts after partaking of a final banquet given at the City Tavern by the
House of Representatives. “The whole House dined with us, making near
one hundred guests on the whole; a most elegant entertainment,” reported
John Adams. “A sentiment was given: ‘May the sword of the parent never
be stained with the blood of her children.””

On October 26th the session ended and the delegates began jogging home-
ward. It remained only for Secretary Charles Thomson to send the accumu-
lation of documents to Benjamin Franklin in London, and he added a com-
ment of his own: “I hope administration will see and be convinced that it
is not a little faction but the whole body of American freeholders from Nova
Scotia to Georgia that now complain & apply for redress; and who, I am
sure, will resist rather than submit. . . . Even yet the wound may be healed
& peace and love restored; But we are on the brink of a precipice.” 2*



Chapter 5

Wardens of the Promised
Land

ONE of the delegates seems to have doubted for a moment that the
Association would solve most of the problems of America by com-
pelling the mother country to choose between compromise and bankruptcy,
even though nonimportation was not to go into effect until December 1,
1774, and nonexportation at the late date of September 10, 1775.

John Adams felt so certain that he indulged in a nostalgic farewell. Round
of girth, with deceptively wide and trustful eyes, he may have reined in his
horse for a last backward glance before composing this sentiment two days
before his thirty-ninth birthday: “Took our departure, in a very great rain,
from the happy, the peaceful, the elegant, the hospitable, and polite city of
Philadelphia. It is not very likely that I shall ever see this part of the world
again, but I shall ever retain a most grateful, pleasing sense of the many
civilities I have received in it. . . .”

It had been decided that another general assembly of all the colonies
should be convened in Philadelphia on May 10, 1775, if redress was not
forthcoming before that date. But the delegates placed their confidence in
Article XTI of the Association, which is important enough to deserve special
mention. Although Congress had neither any legislative nor any executive
powers, it was actually taking a seven-league stride toward both with this
provision:

That a committee be chosen in every county, city or town . . . whose busi-
ness it shall be attentively to observe the conduct of all persons touching this
association; and when it shall be made to appear . . . that any person within
the limits of their appointment has violated this association, that [they] do

58
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- 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 contemned as the enemies of American liberty; and thenceforth
we respectively will break off all dealings with him or her.2

At a glance it would merely appear that Congress did not propose to rely
too much upon the frailty of human nature for the keeping of the covenant.
But there was more to the Association than met the eye. The committees
of correspondence, it will be recalled, also had seemed innocuous until they
proved within a very few months to be the means of indoctrinating thirteen
scattered colonies. The Association in its turn was to give the British and
loyalists a more dismaying shock by setting up the administrative machinery
of revolution. The Association, in short, was the first practical American sys-
tem of government to be created after the break with the mother country—
the crude political forerunner of the Confederation and the Constitution.

Congress could not legislate with the authority of Parliament, but it knew
its constituents well enough to realize that Article XI was charged with high
explosive. Within the next few months the fuse was lighted as riders pelted
along country roads with copies of the Association. Hundreds of colonial
villages had elected their committees of safety by the spring of 1775, and the
Revolution entered upon a new militant stage.

As an example of the workings of this system of revolutionary govern-
ment, Congress resolved on July 18th “that it be recommended to the in-
habitants of all the united English colonies of North America, that all able
bodied effective men, between sixteen and fifty years of age in each colony,
immediately form themselves into regular companies of Militia.” There is no
slightest appearance of a law about a measure which merely recommends
in an advisory tone. But it had the effect of an edict by the time it reached
the committees of safety. They soon had militia companies drilling on every
village green, and it took a great deal of explaining for a loyalist to be ex-
cused. Thus in reality King Congress had proclaimed a limited form of
conscription with a stroke of the pen.

Soon the nonexportation and nonimportation features were subordinated
as the Association proved its usefulness as a revolutionary system of gov-
ernment. King Congress had only to recommend, and hundreds of com-
mittees of safety would act, sometimes none too gently.

Naturally, this phase abounded in ugly incidents. At their worst the
committees of safety were composed of petty tyrants, addicted to snooping,
who made it their business to supervise the moral conduct as well as pa-
triotism of their communities. Publicity and social ostracism were potent
enough weapons, but too often the village Cromwells did not hesitate to
sanction such reprisals as tarring and feathering a Tory or even burning his
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home. It was this sort of thing which caused Judge Samuel Seabury, a New
York loyalist, to groan, “If I must be enslaved, let it be by a KING at least,
and not by a parcel of upstart lawless Committee-men. If I must be devoured,
let me be devoured by the jaws of a lion, and not gnawed to deth by rats and
vermin.” Another stout old loyalist, the Rev. Mather Byles of Boston, put it
even more succinctly, “Which is better—to be ruled by one tyrant three
thousand miles away or three thousand tyrants not a mile away?”

But there is another side to the story. For a century the colonists had been
under the thumb of equally petty and annoying masters—the horde of office-
holders made up of deserving native Americans as well as the scheming
politicians or useless, impoverished members of the ruling class sent out
from England. Owing their perquisites either directly or indirectly to the
crown, these bureaucrats had often been tattlers who curried favor by spying
on the colonists and making out derogatory secret reports about individuals
or communities. Nor were such vexations any the less irksome because they
had the authority of the mother country behind them.

It is understandable that as homesick exiles in Canada or England the
losers of the American Revolution should have pictured themselves as
fallen aristocrats overthrown by the mob—a legend which has been accepted
at face value even by a few historians. The candid evidence, as represented
by lists of the refugees who sailed from Boston and New York, does not
uphold any such conclusion. Actually the American loyalists included a
large proportion of mechanics, tradesmen, family servants and other folk of
humble station as well as jurists, doctors and ministers of the gospel. If there
was any predominant class, it consisted of the very officeholders who had
lost their jobs after contributing so much to the causes of the insurrection.

The sudden transfer of power was bound to result in abuses. But after
taking into account every episode of violence and injustice, the American
Revolution remains unquestionably the most moderate of all the great polit-
ical upheavals of world history. The word “liquidation” had no sinister
meaning in 1775, and there were none of the mass slaughters which have
been considered appropriate to prove the ideologies of other revolts.

"The minor persecutions ordered by the committees of safety had their
ridiculous as well as unpleasant side. Mather Byles, the outspoken Boston
Tory, was considered dangerous enough to be placed under the surveillance
of an armed militiaman. But the old pastor could not resist a pun, and he
made the most solemn patriots chuckle by referring to the guard as “my
observatory.” The situation reached new heights of absurdity when the cap-

tive obligingly held the musket of a captor fetching a bucket of water for
the household.
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In communities where the loyalists had the upper hand, they were no
more gentle or considerate than the patriots. It may also be noted that thou-
sands of them accepted the fortunes of war philosophically and lived out
their lives on excellent terms with their republican neighbors. The royal
governor of Maryland, in fact, was so well liked by the rebels of that colony
that they kept him in office down to the very eve of the Declaration of In-
dependence.

In his old age, looking back at this period, Thomas Jefferson took great
pride in “the honor of having my name inserted in a long list of proscrip-
tions, enrolled in a bill of attainder commenced in one of the Houses of
Parliament, but suppressed in embryo by the hasty step of events, which
warned them to be a little cautious. . . . The names, I think, were about
twenty . . . but I recollect only those of Hancock, the two Adamses, Peyton
Randolph . . . Patrick Henry and myself.” 2

Jefferson’s good faith cannot be doubted, but no evidence of any such list
has ever been found among British records. It may be seriously questioned,
moreover, if the members of Parliament in 1775 could have named as many
as twenty revolutionary leaders. For the besetting sin of Parliament was not
tyranny so much as an incredible ignorance of American affairs, complicated
by indifference and the misinformation sent home by crown-appointed ofhce-
holders.

This factor was to play its part in the forthcoming legislative duel between
Parliament and the Continental Congress, with a continent at stake. All the
advantages seemed at a glance to be on the side of an ancient assembly backed
by the power, prestige and wealth of a great empire. But Congress was not
striking out blindly in the dark. Congress had a detailed, accurate picture of
conditions in the mother country, including some intimate character
sketches supplied by Franklin, Arthur Lee and the many other Americans
who had dwelt for long periods in London. On the other hand, it was almost
unknown for an English parliamentarian of that day to visit America.

The colonists were aware that a revolution had also been brewing in Eng-
land—which was much more in need of one—since the beginning of the
reign. This insurrection might have gone further if it had found a more
admirable popular champion than John Wilkes, whose private life was a
scandal. The son of a wealthy merchant, he displayed an early interest in
politics by attempting to buy his way into the House of Commons. Wilkes
selected the corrupt borough of Berwick, near Newcastle, and launched his
campaign by bribing a sea captain to land the hired opposition voters “by
mistake” in Norway. In spite of such ingenious strategy and the £4,000 paid
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to purchase votes of his own, he did not bid high enough for the election. A
few years later it cost him £7,000 in bribes to be sent to Commons from the
seat of Aylesworth.

After this conventional start of a political career, the tall, homely, squint-
eyed young parliamentarian showed a most unusual interest in popular
rights. Other leaders such as Pitt and Burke had denounced colonial pol-
icies, but Wilkes concerned himself with home grievances far worse than any
suffered in America. Nearly two hundred offenses at the time could be
punished by the English law with death penalties, among them such crimes
as stealing a sheep or cutting down a tree on a private estate. Long hours
and starvation wages prevailed as a matter of upper-class principle for
laboring folk who were often reduced to beggary or the workhouse by the
time they were middle aged. But the most cruel and unforgivable oppres-
sion was the denying even of daylight to slum dwellers who huddled to-
gether like beasts crouching in dark, filthy dens. This was the result of a
law passed by Parliament to tax buildings according to the number of
windows, for the landlords of industrial towns found it cheaper to brick
over such openings.

It was a genuine conviction on the part of most educated Englishmen
that the victims of these conditions belonged to an inferior if not actually
subhuman species. This belief seemed to be upheld by the universal drunk-
enness and sexual promiscuity in slum districts of London. On every street
the gin houses offered the boon of oblivion for as little as twopence, with
signs advertising “straw provided free” for those unable to stagger home.
Suffrage, of course, was limited by property and other qualifications, so that
the poor had no means of political protest except riots which terrified the
entire kingdom on several historical occasions.

In contrast to these miseries, the ruling classes lived on a sybaritic scale.
Most of the princely country houses of England were built during this era
by aristocrats who thought nothing of spending many thousands of pounds
annually for entertainment. Charles James Fox, one of America’s best
friends, gambled away £40,000 in 2 single night while sowing his wild oats,
and the Duke of Devonshire lost Leicester Abbey on a wager. Wilkes him-
self was cited as an example of the loose morals of London’s gallants, for
he retained all his life the pruriency of a depraved schoolboy. The gentry of
the realm were disgusted by accounts of the obscene black mass orgies cele-
brated by him with such boon companions as Lord Sandwich and Lord
Orford. On one of these nights Wilkes frightened Orford nearly into in-
sanity by producing a baboon disguised as the devil at the climax of a prayer
addressed to Satan.

Benjamin Franklin is authority for the surmise that England might
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have had a cleansing revolution if the characters of the libidinous rebel and
the decent, sober, hard-working young monarch had been reversed. Wilkes’
enemies, who were legion, accused him of being an ambitious demagogue
rather than a sincere reformer—a charge supported by many of his own
cynicisms. At any rate he proved his courage as well as ability, and in
1763 the cry “Wilkes and liberty!” became the rallying call of the London
mob. '

For two generations a number had haunted the House of Hanover.
George 1I's bloody repression of the Jacobite uprising of 1745 had been
grimly known ever since in Scotland as “the Forty-Five.” And it was the
forty-fifth issue of Wilkes' newspaper The North Briton which enraged
George I1I so much with its attacks that he had the printers arrested and the
publisher imprisoned in the Tower. This martyrdom added to Wilkes' fame,
and the two digits chalked on London walls served as a symbol of protest.
Even in Boston a “45” was worn on the hats of Sam Adams’ followers, and
funds were sent to Wilkes from several of the colonies.

For a time it appeared that the English and American revolts might
merge, but Wilkes went into a self-imposed European exile of four years
as a consequence of publishing an indecent parody called Essay on Woman.
After his homecoming he was sentenced to a year’s imprisonment, and in
1769 England had its counterpart of the Boston Massacre when Scottish
regulars fired into a crowd, killing one and wounding several. But instead
of standing trial the soldiers of St. George’s Fields were officially congrat-
ulated and rewarded.

Twice returned to Commons by honest majorities of Middlesex voters
during the next few years, “that devil Wilkes” was twice expelled as a result
of the king’s opposition. In 1774 he fought through to being elected Lord
Mayor of London, and in this position he worked fearlessly for the Amer-
ican cause as well as the reform of Parliament and the enfranchisement of
England’s “lower orders.” But John Wilkes, rake and rebel, was already on
his way to becoming the “spent volcano” of later years. Already the king
had established his twelve-year period of personal rule, with the obedient
Lord North as minister, which would witness the loss of America to the
Empire.

Ironically, the American Revolution had a great deal to do with side-
tracking the incipient English Revolution by diverting the attention of the
kingdom to the colonies. In the role of “patriot king” George III used his
power of patronage to make himself secure in Parliament. The Americans
called themselves Whigs because most of their English friends belonged to
that party, but the Tories of that day were actually more dynamic and
progressive. It had been the Whigs under the practical politician Walpole
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who founded the system of open corruption used against them by George
III; and the Whigs of 1775 still believed that the primary purpose of gov-
ernment was the protection of profits and property. Enough of these same
Whigs joined the “king’s friends,” after he took advantage of divisions in
the party, so that he could count on a safe majority.

The annual income of £800,000 voted the crown left a surplus which
sufficed to buy many parliamentary seats at an average of about £5,000 each,
and there were also royal gifts, honors and sinecures to be awarded the faith-
ful. All England had only 174 peers at the accession of George III to the
throne; but he busily conferred 388 more titles, most of them during his
years of personal power.*

The old landowning nobility had been one of responsibility as well as
privilege, while the new peerage brought to the front a crude new aris-
tocracy of money—the models for the Lord Steyne and Lady Bareacres satir-
ized by Thackeray in Vanity Fair. These were the members of the House
of Lords who turned down Chatham’s proposal to recognize the Continental
Congress and voted overwhelmingly against withdrawing the British troops
from Boston. The members of Commons were no more receptive when Ed-
mund Burke delivered his famous speech on Conciliation in 1775, and the
American colonies gave their answer with the shot heard round the world.

That memorable date of April 19th found some of the delegates already
on their way to the second Continental Congress, for the American leaders
had decided that no redress could be expected. The king had chosen instead
to regard the Association as an act of sedition, and his attitude was anything
but conciliatory. “The New England governments,” he fumed, “are now in a
state of rebellion; blows must decide whether they are to be subject to this
country or independent.”

This statement may have put dangerous notions into the heads of his
American subjects, who had seldom been so bold as to mention war or in-
dependence up to this time. Sam Adams must have chuckled at receiving aid
from such an unexpected quarter. For the archrebel, operating on the prin-
ciple that enough negatives make an affirmative, had been denying any
thought of separation so often and so piously as to implant that very idea in
the New England mind.

Adams and the newly elected Massachusetts delegate, John Hancock,
were informal representatives of Congress at Lexington. The expedition sent
by General Gage to that village had as its object the capture of both men
as well as the destruction of war materials. Later the two were excepted from
the proclamation of pardon announced by the British commander, who
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deemed their offenses to be “of too flagitious a nature to admit of any other
consideration than that of condign punishment.”

The royal authorities found it especially hard to forgive the slender,
nexrvous Hancock, whose inherited mercantile interests made him the
wealthiest citizen of New England at the age of 38. With so much at stake,
the man of property had been first in the colonies to defy the British in his
own name. When customs officers boarded his new sloop Liberty in 1767, he
had them clapped below decks while he landed a smuggled cargo of Ma-
deira with forged papers. Actions brought against him for a total of £90,000
were still pending in a suit decided by the muskets of Lexington.

“Oh, what a glorious morning is this!” exulted Adams an hour after the
minutemen made their brave but hopeless stand on the village green. The
literal-minded Hancock, who thought that his colleague was referring to
the weather, had shown the only enthusiasm for taking part in the fight.
“This is not our business,” Adams objected hastily. “We belong to the
cabinet.”

The fugitives, warned by Paul Revere at the end of his most famous ride,
scrambled through the woods to a hiding place while the redcoats were mak-
ing their disastrous retreat with losses of 273 killed, missing and wounded.
As soon as Adams and Hancock dared to venture forth, they set out on their
journey to Philadelphia. Some of the excitement of the occasion went into
the jerky phrases scribbled by Hancock on April 24th to the Watertown com-
mittee of safety, inquiring about the other Massachusetts delegates:

“How are we to proceed? Where are our brethren? . . . Are our men in
good spirits? For God’s sake do not suffer the spirit to subside, until they
have perfected the reduction of our enemies. . . . Where is Mr. Cushing?

Are Mr. Paine and Mr. John Adams to be with us? What are we to depend
upon? We travel rather as deserters, which I will not submit to. . . .”

The news of Lexington raced ahead of them at such a pace that it
reached Charleston on May 8th and Savannah two days later. In every
Connecticut village the Massachusetts delegates were greeted by crowds
and wildly pealing bells. And at Hartford they became the first members
of the Continental Congress to dabble in strategy when Governor Trumbull
asked their advice about an expedition being sent to surprise the British gar-
rison at Fort Ticonderoga.

The reception awaiting in New York surpassed anything ever known
by the first Congress. Hancock tried to preserve the modesty becoming a
hero while writing about it to his fiancée, Dorothy Quincy: “When we
Arriv'd within three Miles of the City we were met by the Grenadier Com-
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pany and Regiment of the City Militia under Arms, Gentlemen in Carriages
and on Horseback, and many Thousands of Persons on Foot, the Roads
fi1'd with people, and the greatest Cloud of Dust I ever saw. In this Scitua-
tion we Entered the City, and passing thro' the Principal Streets of New
York amidst the Acclamations of Thousands, were set down at Mr. Fraun-
ces’s. . . . My Carriage was stopt, and Persons appearing with proper Har-
nesses insisted on taking out my Horses and Dragging me into and through
the city, a Circumstance I would not had taken place upon any considera-
tion, not being fond of such parade.” *

Silas Deane also commented on “the amazing concourse of people: I be-
lieve well nigh every open carriage in the city, and thousands on foot
trudging and sweating thro’ the dirt.” That night he found it gratifying when
“a Guard of Grenadiers was set at each door where we lodged, and relieved
regularly, in the usual way. They are in a blue and scarlet uniform, and
make a genteel appearance.”

Another great crowd escorted the three Connecticut and five Massa-
chusetts men to the ferry a few days later to begin a triumphal march across
New Jersey. At Newark a salute from four infantry companies welcomed
them, and all the rest of the way to Trenton they were escorted along the
road by relays of militiamen.

Before the little cavalcade reached Philadelphia, according to Deane, the
New Jersey contingent had joined the other delegates who “were met at
about six miles on this side the City by about two hundred of the principal
gentlemen, on horseback, with their swords drawn; here we alighted, and
baited. Thence began a most lengthy procession; half the gentlemen on
horseback, in the van. . . . Our rear closed with the remainder of the gen-
tlemen on horseback, with swords drawn, and then the carriages from the
City. At about two miles distance, we were met by a Company on foot, and
then by a Company of Riflemen in their uniform, which is very curious.
Thus rolling and gathering like a snowball, we approached the City, which
was full of people, and the crowd as great as at New York; the bells all ring-
ing, and the air rent with shouts and huzzas.” ¢

The forty-five delegates from eleven colonies who met on the morning of
May 1oth could hardly have imagined that the Continental Congress would
remain in session, with only brief recesses, throughout the next fourteen
years. Most of the former members had returned, and among the new
arrivals were such well-known names as Franklin, Jefferson and Hancock.
The two Rhode Islanders took their seats a few days later; and with the ap-
pearance of Lyman Hall, elected by a single parish in Georgia, all thirteen
colonies were represented for the first time. Several delegates left for military
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duties before the last of the stragglers reached the city, but the following 65
members (with the new names in italics) served in the second Congress be-
fore the end of June: '

connecTIcuT—Silas Deane, Eliphalet Dyer, Roger Sherman;
DELAWARE— | homas McKean, George Read, Caesar Rodney;
GEORGIA—Lyman Hall;

MaRYLAND—Samuel Chase, Robert Goldsborough, John Hall, Thomas John-
son Jr., William Paca, Thomas Stone, Matthew Tilghman;
MASSACHUSETTS—John Adams, Samuel Adams, Thomas Cushing, John Han-
cock, Robert Treat Paine;

NEW HAMPSHIRE—]ohn Langdon, John Sullivan;

NEw JERSEY—Stephen Crane, John De Hart, James Kinsey, William Liv-
ingston, Richard Smith;

NEW YORK—John Alsop, Simon Boerum, George Clinton, James Duane, Wil-
liam Floyd, John Jay, Francis Lewis, Philip Livingston, Robert R. Livingston,
Lewis Morxis, Philip Schuyler, Henry Wisner;

NORTH CAROLINA—Richard Caswell, Joseph Hewes, William Hooper;
PENNsYLVANIA—Edward Biddle, John Dickinson, Benjamin Franklin, Charles
Humphreys, Thomas Mifflin, John Morton, George Ross, Thomas Willing,
James Wilson;

RHODE 1SLAND—Stephen Hopkins, Samuel Ward;

souTs CAROLINA—Christopher Gadsden, Thomas Lynch, Henry Middleton,
Edward Rutledge, John Rutledge;

viremNia—Richard Bland, Benjamin Harrison, Patrick Henry, Thomas Jeffer-
son, Richard Henry Lee, Edmund Pendleton, Peyton Randolph, George
Washington.

This second Congress met in the State House to be known later as Inde-
pendence Hall, sharing that building with the Pennsylvania House of Rep-
resentatives. In the council chamber with its high windows and white-
paneled walls, the chairs of the delegates were drawn up in neat rows facing
the low dais where the president and secretary sat. The bare State House
yard, surrounded by seven-foot walls, played almost as much of a part in
American history as the hall itself. For in clement weather a great many of
the most confidential political bargains were made where the participants
could be sure of privacy.

The Rev. Mr. Duché, as chaplain, opened the session with a solemn prayer
for guidance. As soon as the credentials of the delegates had been approved,
Congress resolved itself into a committee of the whole “to consider the state
of America.” An excerpt from the notes of James Duane gives an idea of the
struggle of conflicting ideas in the hearts of many Americans after the news

of Lexington:
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The eyes of Europe and America are fixed on this Assembly, and the fate
of one of the greatest empires on earth, in no small degree, depends on the
issue of their deliberations. We are contending with the State from whence we
spring, with those who were once our fathers, our guardians, our brethren,
with those fleets and armies which were lately our protection. . . . Cemented
by the ties of blood, religion and interest, victory itself however decided must
be fatal: and whichever side prevails must weep over its conquests. . . . Let
this ever be considered as a family quarrel, disgraceful and ruinous into which
we are innocently plunged by intolerable oppression, and which we are
sincerely disposed to appease and reconcile, whenever the good providence
of God shall put it in our power, consistent with the preservation of our
just rights.”

From the first day there could be little question about the stand that
Congress would take. Fiery eloquence might have been expected from a
Patrick Henry, but the British had more reason to be alarmed by the quiet
defiance of John Morton. This Quaker delegate from Pennsylvania in-
formed a friend in England that Congress was “preparing for the worst that
can happen, viz. a Civil War. . . . Thou will hear before this reaches thee
of the situation of General Gage. He is hem’d in by the Provincials on every
side, and cannot penetrate 500 yards into the Country, were he supported by
all the Troops now in England. You have declared the New England People
Rebels, and the other Provinces Aiders and Abbettors. this is putting the
Halter around our Necks, and we may as well die by the Sword as to be
hang'd like Rebels.” 8

“The military spirit which runs through the continent is really amazing,”
Jobn Adams wrote to Abigail. “Colonel Washington appears at Congress in
his uniform, and by his great experience and abilities in military matters, is
of much service to us.”®

That there were also serious doubts and misgivings is evident from the
message of Joseph Hewes to the president of the revolutionary convention in
North Carolina: “I am exceedingly uneasy (so are my colleagues) not that
I think we are doing any thing but what Necessity will Justify, but I fear
we shall be obliged to promise for our Colony much more than it will per-
form and perhaps more than it is able to bear. When a large extensive Coun-
try Loses its Trade, when its Ports are all Shutt up and all exportation ceases,
will there be Virtue enough found in that Country to bear heavy taxes with
patience? suppose such a Country, no matter where, should be under such
circumstances, and Necessity should oblige the inhabitants to raise a large
Army for their defence, how is it to be paid? . . . I will not trouble you
farther with imaginary Countries, but beg leave to call your attention to your
Own, where I think it will be absolutely necessary to call a Provincial Con-
vention immediately.” *°
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Two of the five former delegates who did not serve in this Congress had
already searched their souls and decided that they owed allegiance to the
mother country. Within the next few months Joseph Galloway and Isaac
Low would take refuge within the British lines, and both were eventually
to be condemned as traitors by patriots who confiscated their property. No
Patrick Henry ever spoke for such loyalists, but the fervent and even mys-
tical spirit of their devotion was expressed by Ambrose Serle, who came to
America as secretary for Lord Howe:

“Rebellion is indeed the Sin of Witchcraft, blinds the Eyes, and hardens
the Heart against every sound principle of Religion and Duty. If such men
in such a cause can prosper, it is only the prosperity of a Night, which the
morning Cloud shall chase away.” **

But it was not a fleeting night’s prosperity which rejoiced Congress when
an express told of the capture of the chief British post on Lake Champlain
in the darkness of May 1oth. The victor of the surprise was a Vermont
border captain named Ethan Allen who had sent word to his Green Moun-
tain Boys:

To call them together to cross o’er the Lake,
Then march from the shore and Fort Ti to take.

The whole affair had been highly irregular. The Hampshire Grants, as
Vermont was then known, comprised territory disputed by New Hampshire
and New York. Allen and his band were regarded as outlaws by New York,
but Connecticut commissioned him to lead an expedition into that colony
without asking anybody’s leave. Massachusetts complicated the situation
further by sending a Connecticut militia officer, Benedict Arnold, on the
same mission. He reached the scene just in time to play a discordant second
fiddle, but was first to claim the glory in a dispatch to Philadelphia.

“Last night,” wrote George Read of Delaware on May 18th, “an express
came to town from one Colonel Arnold, informing that, with a detachment
of men from the colony of Connecticut, he had taken possession of the fort
Ticonderoga, an important pass on Lake Champlain, which, if kept, will
prevent any army from Canada.” ¥

Equally doubtful, according to the purists of history, is the legend which
has the real victor demanding the surrender of the post “in the name of the
Great Jehovah and the Continental Congress.” At least it was the sort of
thundering challenge which Ethan Allen would have shouted if he had
thought of it in time, and the truth of history is not compounded of fact
alone. The name of no other deity could have been invoked with that of the
Continental Congress, which had its first assurance of artillery in the can-
non captured at Ticonderoga and the two other lake posts, Crown Point and
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St. Johns. The next problem before the revolutionary assembly was the
appointment of generals to command unorganized forces which lacked even

a sufficiency of gunpowder.

There were other urgent matters to be decided, but the delegates knew
that any day might bring an express telling of a bloody clash between Gen-
eral Gage’s redcoats and the undisciplined militia forces encamped around
Boston. So Congress put its house in order with a lick and a promise while
concentrating on questions of defense. On June 3rd the members saw no
inconsistency in naming one committee to draw up a respectful petition to
the king, and a second committee to consider ways and means of borrow-
ing six thousand pounds for buying gunpowder to fire at the king's troops.
Both measures were put aside for the time being, though it was recom-
mended to the colonies that saltpeter and brimstone be collected and sent
to Philadelphia for the manufacture of gunpowder.

Washington, Schuyler, Deane, Cushing and Hewes were appointed on
June 14th as a committee “to bring in a draft of Rules and regulations for
the government of the army.” And that same day Congress wrought a land-
mark of military history with the resolution:

“That six companies of expert riflemen, be immediately raised in Penn-
sylvania, two in Maryland, and two in Virginia. . . . That each company,
as soon as completed, shall march and join the army near Boston, to be
there employed as light infantry, under the command of the chief officer in
that army.” *3

The slow-paced tactics of eighteenth-century warfare, with Frederick the
Great as their prophet, were adjusted to the uncertain aim and short range
of smooth-bore flintlock muskets which had to be painstakingly charged
with a ramrod by a soldier in a standing position. Only years of stern disci-
pline could train men to march shoulder to shoulder in three ranks advanc-
ing with a stately parade step to fire at the word of command; and afterwards
came the critical interval of reloading, when the soldier was prey for an
enemy volley or bayonet attack. The human problem also entered into the
equation, for the long-term “volunteers” of European nations were actually
recruited from the lowest orders of society by means of press-gang methods.

Congess, if it had but known, was giving the first ofhicial sanction to the
warfare of.the future—the warfare of Grant and Lee. The American rifle,
a weapon of precision as compared to its European counterpart, had sev-
eral times the range and accuracy of the smooth-bore military musket. The
American rifleman himself—the “timber beast” of the long frontier—was a
freeman fighting for his own acres against dull European peasants or
miserable slum dwellers forced into a harsh military bondage.
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At least the civilians of Congress seem to have been aware that they were
creating the corps d'élite of the new Continental army. In a letter Richard
Henry Lee sang the praises of “Rifle Men that for their number make the
most formidable light infantry in the world. The six frontier countries [of
Virginia] can produce 6oco of these Men [with] their amazing hardihood,
their method of living so long in the woods without carrying provisions with
them, the exceeding quickness with which they can march to distant parts,
and above all, the dexterity to which they have arrived in the use of the
Rifle Gun. Their is not one of these Men who wish a distance less than 200
vards or a larger object than an Orange—Every shot is fatal.” 4

When it came to appointing generals for the new army, the give-and-take
of practical politics might seem a poor means of selection as compared to
choosing on a basis of military experience. Yet the evidence of history makes
it plain that Congress succeeded with the first method and failed with the
second. '

If experience was to be the criterion, it would have been hard to find a
better candidate for the post of commander in chief than Charles Lee, a
half-pay British colonel and veteran of many a European field who had
recently arrived in America and taken up the patriotic cause. He had a facile
pen with which to advance his interests, and more than one delegate felt
twinges of conscience because the demands of practical politics made it ad-
visable to seek elsewhere.

New England had the first claim for consideration, since that region was
the battleground and had raised most of the militiamen in active service.
Congress had intended it as a concession to New England when John Han-
cock was elected its new president on May 24th. But there were sectional
jealousies, John Adams realized, which would have been aroused by the
nomination of the Boston merchant and militia officer as commander in
chief.

“In canvassing this subject, out of doors, I found too that even among the
delegates of Virginia there were difficulties,” Adams noted. “In several con-
versations I found more than one very cool about the appointment of Wash-
ington. . . .”

The diarist brought the question into debate with a motion “that Con-
gress would adopt the army at Cambridge, and appoint a General; that
though this was not the proper time to nominate a General . . . I had no
hesitation to declare that I had but one gentleman in mind for that im-
portant command, and that was a gentleman from Virginia who was among
us and very well known to all of us, a gentleman whose skill and experience
as an officer, whose independent fortune, great talents, and excellent uni-
versal character, would command the approbration of all America, and unite
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the cordial exertion of all the colonies better than any other person in the
Union. Mr. Washington, who happened to sit near the door, as soon as he
heard me allude to him, from his usual modesty, darted into the library-
room. Mr. Hancock . .. heard me with visible pleasure; but when I came to
describe Washington for the commander, I never remarked a more sudden
and striking change of countenance. Mortification and resentment were ex-
pressed as forcibly as his face could exhibit them.”

A few delegates spoke against Washington on sectional and political
rather than personal grounds. “Mr. Pendleton of Virginia, Mr. Sherman of
Connecticut, were very explicit in declaring this opinion; Mr. Cushing and
several others more faintly expressed their opposition, and their fears of
discontents in the army and in New England. . . . The subject was post-
poned to a future day. In the mean time, pains were taken out of doors to
obtain a unanimity, and the voices were generally so clearly in favor of
Washington, that the dissentient members were persuaded to withdraw
their opposition, and Mr. Washington was nominated . . . and the army
adopted.” *3

Artemas Ward, the popular Massachusetts militia officer, was appointed
second in command to reward that colony for its aid in electing a South-
erner as his superior in rank. Military experience finally got its recognition
when the choice fell upon Charles Lee of Virginia as third major general,
and an unhappy one it proved to be in the light of later events. Another
Virginian and former British officer, Horatio Gates, won the post of adjutant
general. The two remaining commissions as major general were frankly
awarded on political grounds—one to Israel Putnam of Connecticut in ap-
preciation of the large forces being raised by that colony; and the other to
Philip Schuyler of New York “to sweeten and keep up the spirit in that
province,” as Eliphalet Dyer explained.

In the election of the eight brigadier generals the middle colonies had
to be content with Richard Montgomery of New York, who soon justified
all the hopes placed in him as a recent British officer. The three Massa-
chusetts men, Seth Pomeroy, William Heath and John Thomas, turned out
to be steady even if undistinguished soldiers, as did David Wooster and
Joseph Spencer of Connecticut. New Hampshire had no reason to regret
the choice of John Sullivan; but it was an unknown political appointee—
“one Green of Rhode Island,” as Sherman referred to Nathanael Greene—
who would reveal military abilities entitling him to consideration as the fore-
most strategist of the war.

The problem of selecting regimental officers was dumped into the laps of
the provincial assemblies and conventions, which were to submit their
nominations to the commander in chief. They responded with such zest
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during coming months that the ranks of colonel and major soon lost most
of their distinction.

So infectious was the warlike spirit of Congress that even John Adams had
his dream of glory. “Oh that I were a soldier!” he confided to Abigail. “I
will be. I am reading military books, Everybody must, and will, and shall be
a soldier.”

But the day when his four colleagues left for their new military duties,
this bright vision was dimmed by self-pity. “I have this morning been out of
town to accompany our generals, Washington, Lee and Schuyler, a little
way on their journey to the American camp before Boston. The three gen-
erals were all mounted on horse-back, accompanied by Major Mifflin, who
is gone in the character of aid-de-camp. All the delegates from the Massa-
chusetts, with their servants and carriages attended; many others of the
delegates from the Congress; a large troop of light horse in their uniforms;
many officers of militia besides, in theirs; music playing, etc., etc. Such is
the pride and pomp of war. I, poor creature, worn out with scribbling for
my bread and my liberty, low in spirits and weak in health, must leave
others to wear the laurels which I have sown; others to eat the bread which
I have earned; a common case.” 26

As for the heroes of the hour, they were applauded in every village on the
way to New York, where the most tremendous ovation of all awaited them.
Martial music and deafening cheers welcomed the cavalcade, and General
Washington found it hard to convince his hosts that he could tarry only a
few hours on his journey to Boston. The city, however, was speedily con-
soled for his absence. That very same day Sir William Tryon, the royal
governor of strong Tory convictions, arrived from London on the ship
Juliana. And he too was welcomed by the martial music and deafening
cheers of an equally tremendous ovation. New York, then as now, liked to
greet distinguished guests.



Chapter 6

Congress Declares War

UMORS of Bunker Hill reached Philadelphia five days after the
event. The mood of Congress is evident from a dispatch hastily
penned by President Hancock to General Artemas Ward: “We have just
a report of a Battle. . . . We are anxious. No Express. God send us a good
account.”

Not until midnight of June 24th did the delegates have an official sum-
mary of the action fought on the 17th with such credit to American arms
and heavy losses to British regiments twice repulsed before taking the posi-
tion. One of the most dramatic descriptions was written by Abigail Adams
to her husband:

“Charlestown is laid in ashes. The battle began upon our intrenchments
upon Bunker’s Hill, Saturday morning about three o'clock, and has not
ceased yet, and it is now three o'clock Sabbath afternoon. It is expected they
will come out over the Neck to-night, and a dreadful battle must ensue.
How many have fallen, we know not. The constant roar of the cannon is
so distressing that we cannot eat, drink or sleep.”*

A second letter, dated four days later, revealed that Boston, like Phil-
adelphia, nourished its anxiety with a diet of rumors. “We hear that the
[British] troops destined for New York are all expected here; but we have
got to that pass that a whole legion of them would not intimidate us. I think
I am very brave, upon the whole. If danger comes near my dwelling, I sup-
pose I shall shudder. We want powder, but, with the blessing of Heaven
we fear them not.” 2

Among the fallen friends mourned by the Massachusetts delegates was
Dr. Joseph Warren, who drew up the Suffolk Resolves. It might have been
expected that this idealist would risk his life; but a ghost from the American
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past also appeared at Bunker Hill when mad James Otis fought as a volunteer
all that hot June afternoon without receiving a scratch.

The commander in chief had a full report of the battle before he reached
New York. That he had no illusions as to the reasons influencing his ap-
pointment is indicated by a letter of June 20th to his half brother John
Augustine: “I have been called upon by the unanimous Voice of the Colo-
nies to take the Command of the Continental Army—an honour I neither
sought after, nor desired, as I am thoroughly convinced that it requires
greater abilities, and more experience, than I am Master of, to conduct a
business so extensive in its nature, and arduous in the execution; but the
partiality of the Congress, joined to a political motive, really left me with-
out a choice. . . .”?

Most of the New England delegates seemed to feel it their duty to an-
nounce Washington with letters designed to soothe any jealousies or re-
sentments. Typical of these communications is the one written by Hancock
to Joseph Warren, who was lying dead on Bunker Hill even as the words
were being penned:

“The Congress have appointed George Washington, Esqr., General and
Commander in Chief of the Continental Army. He is a Gentleman you will
all like. I submit to you the propriety of providing a suitable place for his
Residence and the mode of his Reception.”

Eliphalet Dyer in his turn listed such negative virtues of the new leader
as might appeal to Connecticut patriots. “He is a Gent. highly Esteemed by
those acquainted with him tho I don’t believe as to his Military for real
service he knows more than some of ours butso it removes all jealousies, more
firmly Cements the Southern to the Northern, and takes away the fear of
the former lest an Enterprising eastern New England Genll. proving Suc-
cessful, might with his Victorious Army give law to the Southern or Western
Gentry. this made it absolutely Necessary in point of prudence, but he is
Clever, and if any thing too modest. he seems discreet and Virtuous, no
harum Starum ranting fellow but Sober, steady and Calm.”®

It is noteworthy that the word “clever” in this letter was intended to
convey the sense (still heard occasionally in New England rural commun-
ities) of simple and weak good nature. Within a few more years George
Washington would achieve the rare distinction of being placed on a pedestal
by his own generation. But at the outset he was introduced with an uneasy
and almost apologetic air.

The atmosphere of this assembly was less convivial and more businesslike
as compared to the first Congress. Tarts, trifles and whipped sillabubs are
not mentioned as often in the pages of John Adams’ diary these days as the
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Spartan virtues of self-denial. “Let us eat potatoes and drink water,” he
counseled in one of these virtuous moods; “let us wear canvas, and undressed
sheepskins, rather than submit to the unrighteous and ignominous domina-
tion that is prepared for us.” ®

Despite such protestations, silk stockings and velvet waistcoats continued
to be the dress of delegates who put in heroically long working days.

“My time was never more fully employed,” wrote Dr. Franklin to a friend
in England. “In the morning at six, I am at the Committee of Safety, ap-
pointed by the Assembly to put the province in a state of defence; which
committee holds till near nine, when I am at the Congress, and that sits
tll after four in the afternoon. . . . It will scarce be credited in Britain,
that men can be as diligent with us from zeal in the public good, as with you
for thousands per annum. Such is the difference between uncorrupted new
states, and corrupted old ones.”?

Early in the session George Read of Delaware had found it needful to
apologize to his wife for lapses in writing letters. “I prepare in the morning
for the meeting at nine o’clock, and often do not return to my lodgings till
that time at night. We sit in Congress generally till half-past three o'clock,
and once till five o'clock, and then I dine at the City Tavern. . . . Our
daily table is formed by the following persons, to wit: Messrs. Randolph,
Lee, Washington, and Harrison, of Virginia, Alsop of New York, Chase of
Maryland, and Rodney and Read. A dinner is ordered for that number,
eight, and whatever is deficient of that number is to be paid for at two
shillings and sixpence a head, and each that attends pays only the expense
of the day.”®

The sober and industrious mood of Congress is understandable as that
body tackled the problems of creating a Continental army where none had
existed before. There is even an ironical note in the fact that the revolu-
tionists of 1775 faced the danger of being hoist by two of their own favorite
petards. For years they had inveighed against British imposts and British
soldiers to such effect that Americans had acquired a prejudice against all
taxes and all military establishments. Thus it remained a question whether
Congress could persuade its constituents to dig into their pockets and submit
to the sacrifices of personal liberty so necessary to the governing of an army.

The New Englanders, bearing more than their share of the war effort,
were eager to distribute some of the burden among the other colonies. But
it was this section which cherished the faith that undisciplined minutemen
led by elected company officers could defeat highly trained regulars. It
might have been a disguised blessing if the object lessons had come earlier
in the war, but the Yankee military creed seemed only to be upheld by the
results of Lexington, Ticonderoga and Bunker Hill. ]
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On June 30th the delegates approved the sixty-nine articles of war drawn
up by a committee for the regulation of the new “grand army of America.”
With the Great Jehovah as guidance, the Continental Congress showed a
patriarchal concern in the moral welfare of the troops. It was “earnestly
recommended to all officers and soldiers, diligently to attend Divine Serv-
ice.” Severe penalties were imposed for those who should “behave indecently
or irreverently at any place of Divine Worship.” Nor was there any leniency
for men uttering “any profane oath or execration,” and officers indulging in
such blasphemies were “to forfeit and pay for each and every offence, the
sum of Four Shillings, lawful money.” ¢

But aside from the Puritanical codes, these first articles of war can hardly
be described as forceful. So many concessions were made to the prejudices
against military discipline that Congress would find it essential a few months
later to try again. Even so, John Adams thought it prudent to write his
Massachusetts constituents that the assembly had never considered “the
most distant Intimation of any design to new model your Army.”

Two words of this assurance provide a clue as to the fears which caused
Congress to tread lightly. The phrase “new model” refers to the name of the
disciplined standing army created by Cromwell for purposes of oppressing
the English freemen he led to victory over Charles I. And the Americans
rebelling against another king did not wish to take the risk of history re-
peating itself at the expense of their liberties.

After administering to the spiritual welfare of the new army, Congress
realized that it must provide in material respects. Already, without a far-
thing of its own or any authority to raise funds directly, the assembly had
fixed the pay of a major general at $166 a month and a brigadier at $125.
Two more rifle companies were authorized, making ten in all, to be paid
at monthly rates ranging from $20 for a captain and $13 1/3 for a lieutenant
to $7 1/3 for a corporal and $6 2/3 for a private.

The idea of borrowing £6,000 on its own credit having been abandoned,
the assembly gave thought to the possibilities of the printing press. Twenty
days were spent in debating various plans, and on June 22nd the delegates
passed two fateful measures:

Resolved, That a sum not exceeding two million of Spanish milled dollars
be emitted by the Congress in bills of credit, for the defence of America.

Resolved, That the twelve confederated colonies be pledged for the re-
demption of the bills of credit, now directed to be emitted.*

These steps were not taken carelessly by dreamers so naive as to suppose
that paper currency had any miraculous worth of its own. The members of
Congress were perfectly aware that the printing press could become a snare
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and delusion if the provincial assemblies did not redeem the bills of credit.
But Congress had only this indirect means of raising funds, and it was
plainly the duty of the colonies to impose the taxes, since they jealously
guarded that power. It was even suggested that the currency would become
a “new bond of union to the Associated Colonies, and every inhabitant
thereof will be bound in interest to endeavor that ways and means be fallen
upon for sinking it.”

At this time, with patriotic zeal at high tide, there was no reason to doubt
that the provincial assemblies would tap the financial resources at their
disposal. Congress decided that 403,000 bills were to be issued in low de-
nominations, and Dr. Franklin was appointed as chairman of a committee
to get the copper plates engraved.

The assembly added another million dollars to the total on July 25th. A
list of 28 authorized signers was approved in a resolution which confessed
that “the signing of so great a number of bills as has been directed to be
issued by this Congress, will take more time than the members can possibly
devote to that business.” **

Four days later Michael Hillegas and George Clymer were made “joint
treasurers of the United Colonies.” Congress put it squarely up to the pro-
vincial assemblies to raise the money when it resolved “that each colony pro-
vide ways and means to sink its proportion of the bills ordered to be emitted
by this Congress in such manner as may be most effectual and best adapted
to the condition, circumstances and usual mode of levying taxes in such
colony.” 12

By way of a gentle hint, the delegates agreed as to the proportion of the
three million dollars to be raised by each colony according to resources. New
York, it will be noted, was so far from being the financial giant of America
in 1775 that it stood in fifth place, tied with three other colonies:

Virginia 496,278 North Carolina 248,139
Massachusetts 434,244 South Carolina 248,139
Pennsylvania 372,208% New Jersey 161,290%
Maryland 310,174% New Hampshire 124,069%
Connecticut 248,139 Rhode Island 71,959%
New York 248,139 Delaware 37,219%

With funds in sight, Congress still had no prospect of meeting the urgent
demands for gunpowder unless it violated some of the terms of the Asso-
ciation. Already the nonimportation features had resulted in shortages and
mounting prices throughout the colonies. “The cry for pins is so great,”
wrote a thrifty Braintree housewife, “that what I used to buy for seven
shillings and sixpence are now twenty shillings, and not to be had for that.”
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In one of her next letters Abigail Adams commented, “We shall very soon
have no coffee, nor sugar, nor pepper here; but whortleberries and milk we
are not obliged to commerce for.” *3

Years of enforced dependence on British manufactures had left the colo-
nists without experience or equipment when it came to shifting for them-
selves. Even the comparatively simple processes of manufacturing explosives
seemed dismaying, and the needs of the Massachusetts troops were met at
first by borrowing. The night when the report of Bunker Hill reached Phil-
adelphia, with the news that the Americans had retreated for lack of
ammunition, John Adams recorded that he and Hancock and Sam Adams
“went out to enquire after the Committee of this City, in order to beg some
Powder. We found Some of them, and these with great Politeness and
Sympathy for their brave Brethren in the Mass. agreed to go out that night
and send forward about Ninety Quarter Casks and before Morning it was
in Motion. Between two and three 0o’'Clock I got to bed.”

Congress did not shrink after it became apparent that the emergency
could not wait for the development of home manufactures. Great Britain
had prohibited the exportation of arms to America, but colonial shippers had
long ago learned all the tricks of smuggling. On July 15th the assembly
resolved to allow American vessels to export produce—“the non-exportation
agreement notwithstanding”—in trade for gunpowder, saltpeter, sulphur,
cannon, muskets and other munitions. This resolution was printed in the
form of handbills and sent to ports of the West Indies, though Congress
took pains to keep it out of the newspapers at home.

It was not to be expected that the assembly would neglect an opportunity
to add more petitions and addresses to the formidable list approved at the
last session. Lord North started the forensic springs gushing with his so-
called plan of conciliation, passed by Parliament a few days after that body
rejected Chatham’s proposals. Americans were assured that no further
duties, with the important exception of commercial imposts, would be laid
upon them if they agreed to tax themselves to the satisfaction of the king
and both houses of Parliament. '

This offer, as colonial radicals interpreted it, simply meant that the mother
country promised to cease some of her oppressions on condition that Amer-
icans become their own oppressors. Congress eventually disposed of the
North plan on July 31st with a report, prepared by Jefferson, which con-
demned it as an attempt “to lull into fatal security our well-affected fellow
subjects on the other side of the water, till time should be given for the
operation of those arms, which a British minister pronounced would in-
stantaneously reduce the ‘cowardly’ sons of America to unreserved sub-
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mission.” The report concluded by asserting that the world would not
“hesitate to believe with us, that nothing but our own exertions may defeat
the ministerial sentence of death or abject submission.” s

Meanwhile Congress had been inspired to begin a task more to its taste—
the drawing up of an address which became the nearest approach to a formal
American declaration of war. Again the delegates proved to be exacting
editors. The original committee consisted of Franklin, Jay, William Liv-
ingston, Thomas Johnson and John Rutledge; and it was intended that the
address should be read by Washington to his troops. The first offering did
not please Congress, which called upon Dickinson and Jefferson to prepare
a document that the whole world might read. Before long the Virginian
joined the other rejected authors because, as he supposed, his draft “was too
strong for Mr. Dickinson. He was so honest a man, and so able a one, that
he was greatly indulged even by those who could not feel his scruples.” ¢

With the exception of a few paragraphs, the thoughts of the Pennsylvania
lawyer went into the Declaration on Taking Arms adopted by Congress on
July 6th. Jefferson’s contribution, also included in the Journals, is so inferior
in every respect that the editorial judgment of the delegates cannot be ques-
tioned. Nor does it appear that Dickinson was too soft and conciliatory in this
challenge:

We are reduced to the alternate of chusing between an unconditional
submission to the tyranny of irritated ministers, or resistance by force. The
latter is our choice. We have counted the cost of this contest, and find nothing
so dreadful as voluntary slavery. . . . Our cause is just. Our union is perfect.
Our internal resources are great, and, if necessary, foreign assistance is un-
doubtedly attainable. . . . With hearts fortified with these animating reflec-
tions, we most solemnly, before God and the world, declare, that . . . the
arms we have been compelled by our enemies to assume, we will, in defiance
of every hazard, with unabating firmness and perseverence, employ for the
preservation of our liberties; being with one mind resolved to dye Free-men
rather than live Slaves.18

Englishmen who read these words some weeks later may not have been
much impressed by the boast of a perfect union. But they must have given
thought to this first broad hint that the rebelling colonists would not stop
short of seeking an alliance with a European nation.

Four days after approving the Declaration on Taking Arms, the delegates
signed another document composed by the same pen. “Congress gave a signal
proof of their indulgence to Mr. Dickinson,” explained Jefferson, “and of
their desire not to go too fast for any respectable part of our body, in per-
mitting him to draw their second petition to the King according to his
ideas, and passing it with scarcely any amendment.” 7
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Again the monarch was assured in respectful terms that “notwithstanding
the sufferings of your loyal colonists, during the course of the present contro-
versy, our breasts retain too tender a regard for the kingdom from which we
derive our origin, to request such a reconciliation as might in any manner
be inconsistent with her dignity or her welfare. . . . And the apprehensions
that now oppress our hearts with unspeakable grief, being once removed,
your Majesty will find your faithful subjects on this continent ready and
willing at all times, as they ever have been, with their lives and fortunes, to
assert and maintain the rights and interests of your Majesty, and of our
Mother country.” ¢

‘Of all the documents approved by the delegates, the second petition to
the king appears to have been the most controversial.

“The disgust against this humility was general,” reported Jefferson; “and
Mr. Dickinson’s delight at its passage was the only circumstance which
reconciled them to it. The vote being passed, although further observation
on it was out of order, he could not refrain from rising and expressing his
satisfaction, and concluded by saying, ‘there is but one word, Mr. President,
in the paper which I disapprove, and that is the word Congress;’ on which
Ben Harrison rose and said, “There is but one word in the paper, Mr. Presi-
dent, of which I approve, and that is the word Congress.”” *°

Dr. Franklin, the patriarch of the assembly at the age of 69, wrote to
Joseph Priestley in England that “it has been with difficulty that we have
carried another humble petition to the crown, to give Britain one more
chance, one opportunity more, of recovering the friendship of the colonies;
which, however, I think she has not sense enough to embrace, and so I
conclude she has lost them for ever. . . . We have not yet applied to any
foreign power for assistance, nor offered our commerce for their friendship.
Perhaps we never may; yet it is natural to think of it, if we are pressed.” 2°

But the opinions of Franklin and Jefferson tell only one side of the story,
and there can be no doubt that “Farmer” Dickinson had strong support from
the conservatives of Congress. Four years later, recalling the dispute in some
observations intended for a history, Secretary Thomson came to his friend’s
defense:

The subject of the Petition, as well as the Declaration, occasioned warm
and long debates in Congress, in which D[ickinson] took a distinguished
part, which was circulated to his disadvantage. However he maintained his
ground among the generality of the people in his own Province, and par-
ticularly among those who still wished to see a Reconciliation take place; and
it must be allowed that if his judgment had not quite approved the measure,
yet on account of the people of Pennsylvania, it was both prudent and
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politic to adopt it. . . . Whatever hand D[ickinson] had in the promoting, it
ought to have redounded to his credit as a Politician.21

Again following a precedent set by the first Congress, the assembly drew
up a new Address to the Inhabitants of Great Britain which was stormily
debated by paragraphs and approved on July 8th. Once more it was con-
sidered proper to approach the people as if they possessed a broader under-
standing than their king:

Admit that your Fleets could destroy our Towns, and ravage our Sea-
Coasts. . . . We can retire beyond the Reach of your Navy, and, without any
sensible Diminunition of the Necessaries of Life, enjoy a Luxury, which from
that period you will want—the Luxury of being Free. . . . Our Enemies charge
us with Sedition. In what does it consist? In our refusal to submit to un-
warrantable Acts of Injustice and Cruelty? If so, shew us a Period in your
History, in which you have not been equally Seditious. . . . We have carried
out dutiful Petitions to the Throne. We have applied to your Justice for
Relief. . . . What has been the Success of our Endeavors? The Clemency of
our Sovereign is unhappily diverted; our Petitions are treated with Indignity;
our Prayers answered by insults. Our Application to you remained unnoticed
and leaves us the melancholy Apprehension of your wanting either the Will,
or the Power, to assist us.??

These sentiments should have been strong enough for the radicals of
Congress, but John Adams was still disgusted. “Our address to the People
of Great Britain,” he declared, “will find many Admirers among the Ladies,
and fine Gentlemen; but it is not to my Taste. Prettynesses, Juvenilities, and
much less Puerilities become not a great assembly like this the Representa-
tive of a Great People.” 2

Letters to two previously neglected groups of fellow subjects, those of
Ireland and Jamaica, also were approved. Most of the delegates believed at
this time that the colonists of the British West Indies would eventually join
in the revolt, and the address to Ireland was another blow aimed at a loose
stone in the edifice of empire. Nor were the “oppressed inhabitants” of
Canada overlooked by this Congress, which warned them that “the fruits
of your labour and industry may be taken from you, whenever an avaritious
governor and a rapacious council may incline to demand them. . . . Nay,
the enjoyment of your very religion, on the present system, depends on a
legislature in which you have no share, and over which you have no contro,
and your priests are exposed to expulsion, banishment, and ruin, whenever
their wealth and possessions furnish sufficient temptation.” The letter con-
cludes with “hopes of your uniting with us in the defense of our common
liberty.” 24

These hopes, it appears, were already of a strategic as well as political
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nature. For Congress committed itself more definitely a few weeks later
with the resolution:

That if General Schuyler finds it practicable, and that it will not be dis-
agreeable to the Canadians, he do immediately take possession of St. John's,
Montreal, and any other parts of the country, and pursue any other measures
in Canada, which may have a tendency to promote the peace and security of
those Colonies.?s

Thoughts of Canada could not fail to remind the Americans of 1775 how
often their frontier settlements had been terrorized during colonial wars by
French and Indian raiders stealing silently down from the north. It was only
natural to speculate whether the British might not also offer inducements to
savage allies, and on July r2th Congress resolved:

That the securing and preserving of the friendship of the Indian Nations,
appears to be a subject of the utmost moment to these colonies. That there is
too much reason to apprehend that Administration will spare no pains to excite
the several Nations of Indians to take up arms against these colonies; and that
it becomes us to be very active and vigilant in exerting every prudent means
to strengthen and confirm the friendly disposition . . . which has long pre-
vailed among the northern tribes, and which has lately been manifested by
some of those to the southward.26

_Three departments were created for the administration of Indian affairs:
the northern, devoted to the Six Nations; the southern, with emphasis on the
Cherokees; and the middle, including all tribes between those formidable
groups. After the sum of $16,666 2/3 had been appropriated to buy rum and
gifts, delegates acquainted with Indian customs were consulted in the prep-
aration of an oration to be translated for the chiefs of the Six Nations. This
effort, like all the other addresses of Congress, was drawn up in a style suited
to its particular audjence:

Brothers and friends! . . . This is a family quarrel between us and Old
England. You Indians are not concerned in it. We don’t wish you to take up
the hatchet against the king’s troops. We desire you to remain at home, and
not join on either side, but keep the hatchet buried deep. . . . Brothers, observe
welll What is it we have asked of you? Nothing but peace . . . and if applica-
tion should be made to you by any of the king’s unwise and wicked ministers
to join on their side, we only advise you to deliberate, with great caution, and
in your wisdom look forward to the consequences of a compliance. For if the
king’s troops take away our property, and destroy us who are of the same
blood as themselves, what can you, who are Indians, expect from them after-
wards? 27

In urging a policy of neutrality, Congress undoubtedly hoped to spare
the frontier the horrors of warfare waged with tomahawk and scalping knife.
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But it is also worth noting that after a century of border warfare, Americans
had acquired a low opinion of the Indian as a fighting man—a lesson which
the British would learn at a heavy cost in both money and prestige.

As the session neared the end of its third month, the heat of a Philadelphia
summer turned the minds of the delegates to thoughts of adjournment. “The
Congress has set much longer than I at first expected it would,” grumbled
Roger Sherman, “but I believe not longer than was needful. . . . It is very
tedious Sitting here this hot season.”

He and the other members from his colony had recently been engaged as
peacemakers, trying to compose a petty civil war between Pennsylvanians
dwelling in the Wyoming valley and settlers pouring in from Connecticut,
which was one of the six provinces claiming the right of westward expansion
to the “South Sea.” Disturbances in this region had become so threatening
that the Connecticut delegates appealed to the patriotism of their con-
stituents:

It has been represented to the Continental Congress that there is great
danger of discord and Contention if not Hostility and bloodshed between the
People setling under Connecticut Claim and those under Pensylvania, which
would be attended with the most unhappy consequences at this time of general
Calamity and when we want our whole United Strength against our Common
Enemy. We are therefore desired by the Congress to write to you and press
upon you the necessity of peace and good order not only among yourselves,
but by no means to give the least disturbance or molestation to the persons,
property or possessions of those setled under the Proprietaries of Pensylvania
and especially to the family property or possessions of those who are gone as
Riflers into the service of their Country and to join the Army near Boston.*®

Other differences of opinion within Congress itself were fraught with
more serious implications. The New York delegates, whose views caused
that colony to be considered lukewarm, had received from their provincial
assembly a plan for union within the Empire which differed in few essentials
from the one proposed by Joseph Galloway at the last session. According to
this design, the Continental Congress would be retained as an American
legislature, subject to the negative of the sovereign as well as the supervision
of a crown-appointed executive. And though the New Yorkers wanted some
measures of Parliament repealed, they were willing to grant that body the
right to decide questions of defense and commerce.

The representatives of the colony at Philadelphia judged the temper of
Congress correctly when they thought it wise not to submit the plan.
Another and vastly different instrument had meanwhile been circulating
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“out of doors”—a proposal drawn up by Benjamin Franklin which he called
“Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union.” On July 21st he laid them
before Congress to be considered not as a perfected plan but as the founda-
tion for a future agreement to be worked out in detail. Copies found their
way out into the colonies, one of them being seized by the British and
published as an example of American sedition._

The shrewd old philosopher knew very well that his countrymen were
not ready in the summer of 1775 for confederation, under either British or
American auspices. On the contrary, some of the foremost colonial leaders
still cherished the belief that they were fighting to smash the fetters of all
central government, thus freeing each colony for local self-rule. Such men
were willing to accept unity as a means, not as an end.

Any discussion of Franklin's plan belongs in a following chapter, since
the name and many of the provisions were later adopted. At this time the
conservatives of Congress recoiled from his calm suggestion that reparations
be demanded from Great Britain for the burning of Charlestown and the
injury done to Boston by the closing of the port. Jefferson, who favored the
plan as a whole, recorded that “some of the members thought as I did; others
were revolted at it. We found that it could not be passed, and the proposing
it to Congress as the subject for any vote whatever would startle many
members so much that they would suspect we had lost sight of reconciliation
with Great Britain, and that we should lose more ground than we should
gain by the proposition.” 2°
. On this same July day another proposal came up before Congress, which
the conservatives also blocked. “We have had in Contemplation,” wrote John
Adams, “a resolution to invite all Nations to bring their Commodities to
market here, and like Fools have lost it for the present.” The suggestion to
open American ports struck the majority as being too bold a gesture of
defiance, and on July 31st the measure was again “postponed to be taken up
at some future day.” *°

Two treasurers had already been employed at a salary of $500 for 1775,
and on July 26th Congress added to its growing little bureaucracy another
department which would eventually be included in the Cabinet. Dr. Frank-
lin was appointed postmaster general for the colonies at $1,000 a year, and
directed to set up a postal system extending from Falmouth to Savannah
“for the speedy and secure conveyance of Intelligence from one end of the
Continent to the other.” :

The next day Dr. Benjamin Church was named surgeon general, at $4
a day, and empowered to hire four surgeons at a third of that rate and other
assistants to found a new hospital establishment intended for an army of
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20,000. It is a comment on the times that these measures compared very well
with the provisions made for taking care of the sick and wounded in Euro-
pean armies. )

As an indication of its faith in reconciliation, the assembly again recom-
mended that all able-bodied Americans between the ages of 16 and 50 form
themselves into militia companies. And on August 1st, the last day of the
. session, another warlike resolution directed that “the sum of five hundred
thousand dollars be immediately forwarded from the continental Treasury,
to the paymaster general, to be applied to the use of the army in Massachu-
setts bay. . . 7=

None of the departing delegates paused this time to bid Philadelphia a
nostalgic farewell, for Congress had decided as a matter of course to meet
again on September 5th. Within a year the small revolutionary body had
outgrown its original purposes and functions. It was no longer a temporary
council of colonial leaders who contented themselves with discussing theories
and drawing up petitions. The Association had changed all that. The Asso-
ciation had given half a hundred Americans more actual power than could
be boasted by Parliament. Only in theory was the Continental Congress of
1775 a mere advisory council. In effect it had become the central government
of a new nation which already existed in the hearts of its founders.



PART TWO

Independence

Our towns may be destroyed, but they will grow
again. We compare them not with our rights and
liberties.

— JOHN DICKINSON






Chapter 7

The State of America

ORE than half the the delegates, instead of returning to their homes,

took the long trip to Cambridge by coach or on horseback to see for

themselves the new American army which had become their main preoccu-

pation. They straggled back to Philadelphia so belatedly that it was not until

the end of September that Congress resumed its consideration of questions
relating to “the state of America.”

If the delegates had been given to introspection, which they were not,
they might have found some of the answers in a survey of Congress itself.
What manner of men were these provincial lawyers, merchants and planters
who went ahead so confidently to govern a nation which had no legal exist-
ence with powers which had never been authorized? That they were sober,
honest and upright men in their private lives cannot be doubted. But the
virtues of a statesman differ widely from those of a citizen, and in their
official character the members of the Continental Congress could only have
been described as bold, resourceful and unscrupulous men—dangerous men
to have as foes or as allies. Richelieu or Mazarin would have understood
them very well; and Machiavelli would doubtless have recommended that
they “either be caressed or be destroyed.”

George III, whose intellectual gifts were not remarkable, must at least be
credited with perception in his estimate of the American rebels. He did his
best to destroy them. Shunning half measures, he sent overseas the largest
expeditionary force ever to sail from England up to that date. He hired
German and Indian mercenaries to chastise his subjects in the New World,
and he made an effort to employ Cossacks from the steppes of Russia. In an
age of moderate warfare his troops burned a dozen American towns, sacked
homes and plantations beyond number, and did not admit failure until after
a second army had surrendered in the field.

89
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Only a tough and resolute people could have withstood such an onslaught.
It is not surprising that the Americans of 1775 preferred to think of them-
selves as excelling in milder virtues, since few peoples have any capacity
for judging their national characterisitcs. Certain it is that they were already
Americans with their own sharply defined traits, not transplanted English-
men. Prominent among these traits was a ruthlessness of purpose which had
not hesitated at the extermination of one “inferior” race and the enslavement
of another. American legislators had offered bounties for Indian scalps, and
American merchants had profited from a commerce in which rum was
bartered for living cargoes of Africans.

It was not to be expected that such a determined people would let the
mother country stand in the way of their destiny. As long ago as the last
century several armed uprisings had been recorded—Bacon’s Rebellion of
1676, and the Massachusetts revolt which overthrew Sir Edmund Andros
in 1689. Americans had taken to smuggling to evade British imposts, and
Americans had invented sharp political dodges to make a farce out of the
authority of crown-appointed English governors.

The thought of this vigorous New World people had not found its expres-
sion in art. In all the America of 1775 there were only a few minor poets and
several fairly good portrait painters. But in all the world there has never been
a greater explosion of political genius than the one which supplied the motive
force of the American Revolution. Any nation possessing a single first-rate
political mind in an emergency may consider itself well endowed, but this
narrow strip of Atlantic seacoast produced in the same generation such
figures as Otis, Franklin, Washington, John Adams, Jefferson, Dickinson,
Madison and Hamilton.

No demons of indecision or self-doubt ever weakened the purpose of these
men. After it was all over, when John Adams went to London as minister
of the new Republic, his official British hosts cut him dead with haughty
contempt at a diplomatic ball. So far was the victim from being shaken that
he commented pityingly in his diary:

“This people cannot look me in the face; there is conscious guilt and shame
in their countenances when they look at me. They feel that they have
behaved ill, and that I am sensible of it.”

A great deal of the history of the American Revolution may be read in
those lines. The founding fathers of 1775 did not think of themselves as
unscrupulous or ruthless when they varied their petitions to the king with
addresses stirring up sedition in every corner of the British Empire. They
were upheld by a conviction of righteousness which has seldom been known
in this world since the days of the Old Testament prophets. The spirit of the
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Great Jehovah was hovering over the Continental Congress, and together
they were invincible.

If some observer had been able to peer through the windows of the State
House, he might easily have been mistaken in judgments based on the
appearance of the delegates meeting in secret session during those autumn
days of 1775.

In the foreground, facing the assembly, President Hancock would prob-
ably have been taken for a fop. So great was his vanity and love of display
that a Philadelphia newspaper would soon be commenting, “John Hancock
of Boston appears in public with all the state and pageantry of an Oriental
prince; he rides in an elegant chariot . . . attended by four servants dressed
in superb livery, mounted on fine horses richly caparisoned; and escorted
by fifty horsemen with drawn sabres, the one half of which precedes and
the other follow his carriage.” *

Some of the most passionate lines ever penned by the wealthy merchant
are to be found in orders for fine foods, wines, silks, and velvets. Yet Hancock
presided so firmly and fairly over Congress that he won esteem as its
most distinguished president. The slim, elegant gourmet had the heart of
a lion when it came to personal peril, and he had the moral courage to oppose
both of the Adamses at the height of their influence. It took John Adams
many years to forgive this impertinence, but in his old age he rated Hancock
as one of the indispensable men of the Revolution.

Secretary Thomson, seated opposite the president at the front of the room,
affected a republican simplicity of attire. When not engaged in recording the
minutes of Congress, he was poring over Greek and Hebrew texts for the
translation of the Bible which he made his lifework. No hint of violence
appeared in that thin, scholarly face; and yet it was Charles Thomson, with
his hasty Scotch-Irish temper, who would figure in the two main physical
encounters to mar the dignity of the assembly.

Among half a hundred delegates the patriarch was a benevolent old gen-
tleman who had a habit of napping during afternoon meetings. “His conduct
has been composed and grave, and, in the opinion of many gentlemen, very
reserved. He has not assumed anything, nor affected to take the lead; but
has seemed to choose that the Congress should pursue their own sentiments,
and adopt their own plans. . . . He does not hesitate at our boldest meas-
ures, but rather seems to think us too irresolute and backward.” 2

This was Dr. Franklin. Soon he would be on his way to Paris at the age
of 7o to begin a diplomatic career without an equal in American history.
Meanwhile he dozed while others contended in wordy debate.

“Chase is violent and boisterous. . . . Rutledge is a very uncouth and
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ungraceful speaker; he shrugs his shoulders, distorts his body, nods and
wriggles with his head, and looks about with his eyes from side to side, and
speaks through his nose, as the Yankees sing. His brother John dodges his
head too, rather disagreeably, and both of them spout out their language
in a rough aind rapid torrent, but without much force or effect.” ®

The two South Carolina members, as conservatives, were frequently
opposed on the floor by the New England delegates, who never fled from an
argument. “Dyer is long-winded and roundabout, obscure and cloudy, very
talkative and very tedious, yet an honest and worthy man, means and judges
well. Sherman’s air is the reverse of grace. . . . Generally he stands up-
right, with his hands before him, the fingers of his left hand clenched into
a fist and the wrist of it grasped with his right. He has a clear head and
judgment; but when he moves a hand in anything like action, Hogarth’s
genius could not have invented a motion more opposite to grace;—it is
stiffness and awkwardness itself, rigid as starched linen or buckram; awk-
ward as a junior bachelor or a sophomore.” *

The pen portraits which John Adams entered in his diary varied according
to his mood, but in the end he was usually just and often penetrating.
Dr. Benjamin Rush, soon to be a Pennsylvania delegate, impressed him as
“an elegant, ingenious body, a sprightly, pretty fellow. . . . But Rush, I
think, is too much of a talker to be a deep thinker; elegant, not great.”
Arthur Middleton had “little information and less argument; in rudeness
and sarcasm his forte lay, and he played off his artillery without reserve.”
Caesar Rodney was “the oddest looking man in the world; he is tall, thin
and slender as a reed, pale; his face is not bigger than a large apple, yet there
is sense and fire, spirit, wit and humor in his countenance.”

The diarist neglected to give a description of himself or his distant cousin
at this time, but it can be deduced that after a year Sam Adams had been
relegated to a fairly unimportant status in the assembly. The surest yardstick
of a delegate’s influence could be found in the number and character of the
committees on which he served. In the case of Sam Adams they were few
and minor, while John Adams led Congress in both respects. For the arch-
rebel was held in suspicion as a schemer by colleagues who recognized the
integrity and fighting spirit of John Adams.

If ever the little Braintree lawyer left a self-portrait, it was in this account
(written to Abigail) of a soulful moment: “Yesterday morning I took a walk
into Arch Street to see Mr. Peale’s painter’s room. Peale is from Maryland,
a tender, soft, affectionate creature. . . . He showed me one moving pic-
ture. His wife, all bathed in tears, with a child about six months old laid
out upon her lap. This picture struck me prodigiously.”
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Congress also had its two jovial fat men—both of them Virginia delegates,
Thomas Nelson and Ben Harrison. As the Falstaff of the assembly, Harrison
was fond of telling broad jokes while his great girth shook with uninhibited
laughter. These anecdotes offended some of the puritanical members, but
one topic of conversation fascinated all alike—the symptoms discussed with
such gusto by chronic invalids who managed to survive a daily schedule
which would tax the strength of an athlete.

Gout led the list of ailments, with Franklin, Hancock and Dickinson bein g
the principal sufferers. John Adams relates that after being introduced in
1774 Dickinson “gave us some account of his late ill health and his present
gout. . . . Mr. Dickinson has been subject to hectic complaints. He is a
shadow; tall, but slender as a reed, pale as ashes; one would not think at first
sight that he could live a month; yet, upon a more attentive inspection, he
looks as if the springs of life were strong enough to last many years.” 8

This proved indeed to be the case, for the 43-year-old Philadelphian
cherished his ills until well into the next century. On first acquaintance he
seemed “very modest, delicate, and timid” to Adams, who soon had reason
to change his mind. For it was Dickinson who became floor leader of the
conservatives and the most bitter personal opponent of Adams in the autumn
of 1775. The two had not been on speaking terms since July, when one of
the diarist’s pen portraits got him into difficulties. So intense was his disgust
at Dickinson’s second petition to the king that he could not refrain from
writing to a Boston friend:

“A certain great fortune and piddling genius, whose fame has been trum-

peted so loudly, has given a silly cast to our whole doings. We are between
hawk and buzzard.”

Unfortunately for Adams, the letter fell into the hands of the British,
who published it with glee. The consequences of the exposure were de-
scribed by him in a diary entry: “Walking to the State House, this morning,
I met Mr. Dickinson, on foot, in Chestnut Street. We met, and passed near
enough to touch elbows. He passed without moving his hat or head or hand.
I bowed, and pulled off my hat. He passed haughtily by. . . . I shall, for
the future, pass him in the same manner; but I was determined to make my
bow, that I might know his temper.” ®

Three new delegates arrived from Virginia—Thomas Nelson, George
Wythe and Francis Lightfoot Lee, a brother of Richard Henry Lee. They
were elected to take the places made vacant by Washington, Richard Bland
and Patrick Henry.
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New Hampshire elected a physician, Dr. Josiah Bartlett, to replace John
Sullivan; and North Carolina sent John Penn to fill the shoes of Richard
Caswell, who had declined. At last Georgia was represented with a full
delegation—Archibald Bulloch, John Houstoun, Noble Wimberly Jones and
the Rev. John Joachim Zubly as well as Lyman Hall, who had represented
St. John’s Parish at the last session.

Dr. Zubly, a Presbyterian pastor of Savannah, was one of the first ministers
of the gospel to appear in Congress. As an added distinction, the recent
immigrant from Switzerland, who still spoke with a German accent, re-
mained the only member of the entire Continental Congress to have been
born outside the British Empire.

Congress first gave thought to the military situation by naming a com-
mittee on September 29th to proceed immediately to Cambridge for con-
ferences with Washington and the executive officers of all four New Eng-
land colonies. Dr. Franklin, Benjamin Harrison and Thomas Lynch were
appointed for the purpose of determining “the most effectual method of
continuing, supporting, and regulating a continental army.”

There was more to this business than met the eye. Washington, who was
soon to rise above sectional prejudices, started off on the wrong foot with
some pointed remarks about the New England character, as revealed by the
lax discipline Le encountered at Cambridge. “I dare say the Men would fight
very well (if properly Officered) although they are an exceedingly dirty and
nasty people,” he wrote in a letter of August 20th to his distant cousin, Lund
Washington. The commander in chief may have been even less tactful in
writing to a Virginian in Congress, judging by Ben Harrison’s reply of July
215t: “Your fatigue and various kinds of trouble I dare say are great, but they
are not more than I expected, knowing the people you have to deal with by
the Sample we have here.” 8

Some of Washington’s correspondents must have been given to gossiping,
for it was not long until the New England delegates showed their resent-
ment. After all, their section of the country had suffered the bloodshed and
property damage of the war; and their troops had twice met the enemy in
combat while the militiamen of other colonies were still drilling. As poli-
ticians, moreover, the New Englanders had not forgotten for 2 moment the
leading part they took in electing the general.

On December 16th Eliphalet Dyer grumbled to Joseph Trumbull, “Indeed
I think we have been Cooped up in this prison of a City long enough. Poor
Connecticutt troops have lost Chere) all their fame and glory. you will scarce
hear anything but execrations against them.”® Several months later John
Adams spoke his mind even more bluntly in a letter to Henry Knox, the
portly Boston bookshop proprietor who had turned artilleryman:
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“Pray tell me, Colonel Knox, does every man to the southward of Hudson’s
River behave like a hero, and every man to the northward of it like a poltroon,
ornot? . . . I must say that your amiable general gives too much occasion
for these reports by his letters, in which he often mentions things to the
disadvantage of some part of New England, but seldom any thing of the kind
about any other part of the continent.” *°

Such rebukes make it plain that Washington himself had to digest painful
lessons in tact and discretion while his troops were acquiring the rudiments
of arms. Both did learn in time, but the process was attended with thorny
trials. The new army, hastily raised in the Face of the foe, lacked all the
traditions and methods gradually tested by long-established military organ-
izations of old nations. It could only grope its way, and the articles of war
recently passed by Congress had already proved inadequate. Franklin, Lynch
and Harrison, after conferring for ten days in Cambridge, brought a recom-
mendation of sweeping amendments on their return. They also proposed the
re-enlistment of the existing New England militia forces for a year, and
the recruiting of new companies to bring the strength of the Boston army up
to 2 minimum of 20,372 men. The committee emphasized “that every
moment’s delay is big with danger.”

Congress immediately stiffened the articles with sixteen “additions and
alterations.” The death penalty was prescribed for treason, mutiny, deserting
to the enemy, or shamefully abandoning a post. Men found guilty of loot-
ing, drunkenness on duty, or stealing from army stores could be punished by
flogging, to consist of from fifteen to thirty-nine lashes. Officers convicted of
cowardice were to have an account of their shame “published in the news-
papers, in and about the camp, and of that colony from which the offender
came, or usually resides; after which it shall be deemed scandalous in any
officer to associate with him.”

All of Washington’s suggestions were accepted by Congress, which
further showed its confidence in him with the resolution “that General
Washington may, if he thinks proper, for the encouragement of an Attack
on Boston, promise, in case of success, a month’s pay to the army and to the
representatives of such of our brave countrymen as may chance to fall. . . .1*

Nothing is more exhilarating to military amateurs than dabbling in
strategy; and Congress was poring over the map these autumn days, sending
imaginary forces on far-flung marches into enemy territory. As early as
September 15th an attempt to capture the British post at distant Detroit had
been discussed. On that date President Hancock wrote to Lewis Morris and
James Wilson that the delegates had taken “into consideration the proposed
expedition against Detroit; and as the season is so far advanced, and the
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Congress have not sufficient light to direct their judgment, they cannot
undertake to give their countenance to the proposed enterprise; more espe-
cially, as an enterprise is now on foot, which, if successful, will necessarily
draw that place after it.” 2

Hancock was referring to the two-headed invasion of Canada already
being planned by Congress in combination with Washington and Schuyler.
This strategic dream envisioned one force under General Montgomery pro-
ceeding from Ticonderoga to the capture of Montreal, while another under
Colonel Benedict Arnold took the route from Boston through the Maine
wilderness in an attempt on the great fortress of Quebec. It was an under-
taking on a scale that would have worried the commanders of established
armies, but the optimists at Philadelphia did not seem to think that they
were expecting too much from ill-equipped recruits led by inexperienced
officers.

As if the troubles of raising and directing an army were not enough,
Congress was also toying with the happy idea of creating a navy as well.
“What think you of an American Fleet?” John Adams inquired blithely of
James Warren in a letter of October 19th. “I don’t mean 100 ships of the
Line, by a Fleet, but I suppose this Term may be applied to any naval force
consisting of several Vessells, tho the Number, the Weight of Metal, or the
Quantity of Tonnage may be small. The Expence would be very great—true.
But the Expence might be born and perhaps the Profits and Benefits to be
obtained by it, would be a Compensation. A naval Force might be created
which would do something. It would destroy Single Cutters and Cruisers.
It might destroy small Corvets. . . . It would oblige our Enemies to sail
in Fleets.” 2

In his old age John Adams could look back to few honors which gave him
as much pride as his undeniable right to be known as the father of the
United States Navy. The fight began on the floor of Congress in October
when he urged that small American vessels be armed to intercept two British
ships known to be on their way to Canada with arms and powder. Even this
reasonable proposal, Adams related, struck some of the delegates as “the most
wild, visionary mad project that ever had been imagined. It was an infant,
taking a mad bull by the horns; and what was more profound and remote,
it was said it would ruin the character and corrupt the morals of all our
seamen. It would make them selfish, piratical, mercenary, bent wholly upon
plunder, &c. &c.” 4

By October 13th Congress had overcome its qualms to such an extent that
two swift sailing craft, of ten small guns each, were authorized for preying
upon enemy shipping in a cruise of three months. Two larger vessels were
added in a resolution of the 30th, and Adams was appointed to a naval com-
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mittee consisting also of Silas Deane, John Langdon, Christopher Gadsden,
Stephen Hopkins, Joseph Hewes and Richard Henry Lee. The members
rented a room at a water-front tavern and gathered each evening at six “in
order to dispatch this business with all possible celerity.”

It had been considered an amazing feat of organization when Colbert,
the famous minister of Louis XIV, built a new French navy in ten years
with the resources of Europe’s largest kingdom at his disposal. The com-
mittee meeting at the Tun Tavern needed but two weeks to begin the task
of fitting out the first four American warships, having been authorized “to
draw upon the continental treasurers for the above purpose from time to time
for as much cash as shall be necessary, not exceeding the sum of one hundred
thousand dollars.” Congress further recommended “that said committee have
power to agree with such officers and seamen as are proper to man and com-
mand such vessels.” On November 1oth more history was made when the
assembly passed the momentous reselution:

That two battalions of marines be raised; . . . that particular care be taken
that no persons be appointed to offices, or enlisted into said battalions, but
such as are good seamen, or so acquainted with maritime affairs as to be able
to serve to advantage by sea when required; that they be enlisted and com-
missioned to serve for and during the present war between Great Britain and
the Colonies, unless dismissed by order of Congress. . . .23

..On November 23rd, two weeks after the creation of a marine corps, Con-
gress continued to put the cart before the horse by considering the commit-
tee’s “draught of rules for the government of the American navy” before ever
authorizing the navy itself. It was not until the 25th that the assembly
passed the resolutions which “contain the true origin and foundation of the
American navy.”

Adams was justified in adding that he had “at least as great a share in
producing them as any man living or dead.” Glancing back over the years,
he also recalled that some of the most pleasant hours of his life were spent
with the committee in the T'un Tavern. “Mr. Lee, Mr. Gadsden, were sensi-
ble men, and very cheerful, but Governor Hopkins of Rhode Island, above
seventy vyears of age, kept us all alive. Upon business, his experience and
judgment were very useful. But when the business of the evening was over,
he kept us in conversation till eleven, and sometimes twelve o'clock. His
custom was to drink nothing all day, nor till eight o’clock in the evening,
and then his beverage was Jamaica spirit and water. It gave him wit, humor,
anecdotes, science and learning. He had read Greek, Roman, and British
history, and was familiar with English poetry, particularly Pope, Thomson,

and Milton, and the flow of his soul made all his reading our own, and
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seemed to bring to recollection in all of us, all we had ever read. . . .
Hopkins never drank to excess, but all he drank was immediately not only
converted into wit, sense, knowledge, and good humor, but inspired us with
similar qualities.” 26

While Congress was planning invasions of Canada and creating a navy
and marine corps, the legislative mills continued to grind out such small daily
items as the approval of “the account of De Simitiére, amounting to 8 dollars,
for translating the Address of the united Col. to the Inhab. of Quebec” and
John Thornton’s “account of provisions for part of Captain Ross’s company,
and ferriage, amounting to 10 dollars.”

Leaks of information occurred in spite of the best intentions. John Adams
could not refrain at times from writing some bit of confidential news “under
the rose” to Massachusetts, and other members were no more discreet. On
November gth, after rumors of naval preparations reached the public, the
assembly renewed its pledge of secrecy with the resolution “that every mem-
ber of this Congress consider himself under the ties of virtue, honor and
love of his Country not to divulge directly or indirectly any matter or thing
agitated or debated in Congress before the same shall have been determined,
without leave of the Congress.” It was further agreed that “if any member
shall violate this agreement he shall be expelled this Congress and deemed
an enemy to the liberties of America and liable to be treated as such, and
that every member signify his consent . . . by signing his name.”

Throughout the war the British seldom lacked for timely and reliable
intelligence of rebel plans, including some of the most important measures
debated in Congress. The possibility of treason had not been taken very
seriously by the delegates until they had the shock of their lives, early in
October, with the report that one of their own most trusted appointees had
been caught redhanded as an enemy informer. A letter of the 11th written
by Samuel Ward conveys some idea of the general reaction:

“Dr. Church, Who could have thought or even suspected it, 2 man who
seemed to be all animation in the cause of his Country, 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 must a soul be filled with to be capable of such Perfidy!
What punishment can equal such horrid crimes?” 17

It had been only a few months since Congress elected the supposed Boston
patriot to the high office of director general and chief physician of its new
army hospital establishment. As an associate of Hancock, Quincy, the
Warrens and the Adamses, he was considered one of the inner circle; and
in a grim mood the delegates resolved on November 4th:
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That Dr. Church be close confined in some secure gaol in the colony of
Connecticut, without the use of pen, ink, and paper, and that no person be
allowed to converse with him, except in the presence and hearing of a Magis-
trate of the town, or the sheriff of the county where he shall be confined, and
in the English language, until further orders from this or a future Congress.*8

It was not a coincidence that this same day the assembly amended the
articles of war to include more severe penalties. As a further effect of
Benjamin Church’s conviction, the delegates did not conclude that week’s
business until they had passed another resolution which was soon to trans-
form colonies into states.

The incentive had come in October when New Hampshire informed her
two members that the local government was in a “convuls'd state.” The
advice of Congress was asked “with respect to a method for our administering
justice, and regulating our civil police.”

A similar request, made earlier by Massachusetts, had not found the
assembly ready to grapple with this problem. But now that treason had reared
its head, Congress could no longer evade the fact that the colonies had been
struggling along with local governments which consisted in effect of the old
systems administered by new revolutionary officials who had seized illegal
powers. The marvel is that widespread anarchy had not resulted, and yet
the citizens of nearly every American community went about their daily
lives with astonishingly little disorder. Already the Continental Congress
and the committees of safety, without a scrap of authority except the Asso-
ciation, had been accepted by thousands of Americans as the successors to
Parliament and the crown-appointed provincial executives.

But the time had come for a change. Even in Massachusetts it had been
estimated by John Adams that the Tories were equal in numbers to the
patriots, with the other third of the population remaining neutral or indif-
ferent. The autumn of 1775 found the loyalists holding the balance of
power in many communities of New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey,
Georgia and both Carolinas; and several of the royal governors were still
making a pretense of ruling. Such a situation was fraught with too many
perils of counterrevolution to be regarded lightly, and Congress realized
that the colonies were not seeking advice as much as approval of a change in
their governments. On November 3rd this approval was given in hearty
measure with the resolution:

That it be recommended to the Provincial Convention of New Hampshire,
to call a full and free representation of the people, and that the representatives,
if they think it necessary, establish such a form of government as in their
judgment will best produce the happiness of the people, and most effectually
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secure peace and good order in the Province, during the continuance of the
present dispute between Great Britain and the Colonies.®

John Adams tried hard to win for the term “States” its first official sanction.
“By this time I mortally hated the words, ‘Province,’ ‘Colonies,” and ‘Mother
Country,” and strove to get them out of the report. The last was indeed left
out, but the other two were retained. . . . Nevertheless, I thought this reso-
lution a triumph, and a most important point gained.” 2° .

The two New Hampshire delegates were too jubilant to carp about such
details when they announced the victory to their constituents. “The argu-
ments on this matter . . . were truly Ciceronial,” they reported. “The
eminent Speakers did honor to themselves and the Continent. . . . We
can’t help rejoicing to see this as a ground work of our government, and hope
by the Blessing of Divine Providence, never to return to our former despotick
state.” 22

John Rutledge, the chairman of the committee which drew up the reso-
lution, requested that the same counsel be offered to his own colony with the
amendment “. . . if the Convention of South Carolina shall find it
necessary.”

Congress did not wait for Virginia to make application. On November
7th the royal governor, Lord Dunmore, invited reprisals when he “Erected
his Standard” on board a British ship at Norfolk after decreeing martial law
in the colony and offering Negro slaves their freedom if they would join him.
At a time when there were still hundreds of household slaves in such
northern cities as Boston and New York, this proclamation did great harm to

the loyalist cause throughout America. While the iron was hot, Congress
struck on December 2nd by urging Virginia to accept the advice sent to her
two sister colonies.

The New Jersey assembly, influenced by the loyalist governor, William
Franklin, had recently decided to draw up an humble petition to the king
from that province. Congress, upon hearing the news, soon indicated that it
was not giving its blessing to self-determination of this sort. A resolution
warned that “it will be very dangerous to the liberties and welfare of
America, if any Colony should separately petition the King or either house
of Parliament.” John Dickinson, George Wythe and John Jay were chosen
as a committee to pay a visit to the assembly, which saw the error of its ways
after hearing speeches from all three.

Loyalists looking back over the past eighteen months could only have been
dazed by the acceleration of the revolt. Not until the early spring of 1774
did the rebel leaders establish a practical system of communication with their
committees of correspondence. This led within a few months to the election
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of a revolutionary Congress which speedily won recognition as a functioning
central government. By the following spring the last remnants of British
power in the colonies were being seized by the committees of safety which
the Association created. And it had taken only until the autumn of 1775
for the upstart provincial executives to begin the process of legalizing their
authority by the drafting of state constitutions.

America had changed hands in a year and a half. The whole thing must
have seemed as unreal as a nightmare to loyalists who foresaw that the next
step would inevitably be a declaration of independence.

At the beginning of this period the loyalists had been fairly equal to the
rebels in numbers and resources. Any analysis of their downfall must take
into account the moderation of an uprising which brought about such swift
transitions. INot a single man had been executed for his political beliefs,
and there were surprisingly few instances of Tories being persecuted or
imprisoned by overzealous committees of safety. Such restraints can scarcely
be credited in a modern age when methods of torture and terrorism- are
taught in schools of revolutionary technique aiming at the creation of police
states. The American Revolution seems a backward era in comparison, yet it
is noteworthy that the very lack of bloodshed and violence had the effect of
deluding the Tories into a false sense of security until the time had passed
for effective political resistance.

Certainly it might have been supposed that Dr. Church would pay on the
gallows for his crimes. But after a brief confinement in a Connecticut jail
he was paroled on his promise to remain in Massachusetts. Interpreting this
leniency as a tacit invitation to escape, he sailed for the West Indies the
following spring in a vessel presumably lost at sea. The British government
did not forget the traitor’s services, and his widow and children were awarded
a pension.



Chapter 8

Every Wind from the North

ACH province had its own idea as to the rate of compensation that
delegates should receive. The New York assembly, trying to fix an
amount covering “expenses and loss of time” of its representatives in Con-
gress, was guided by their report of November 3rd, listing the provisions
made by ten other colonies:

Georgia—£ 100 sterling to each delegate per month;

South Carolina—£300 to each for the last Congress;

North Carolina—£500 currency to each per year;

Virginia—a half Johannes per day to each; *

Maryland—4o shillings to each per day, Proclamation money;

Pennsylvania—2o shillings to each per day, besides the allowance to such
of the members as come from the counties;

Connecticut—3 dollars to each per day for loss of time, besides all expenses,
allowing each delegate a servant and two horses;

Rhode Island—exactly the same as Maryland;

Massachusetts—all expenses as above, and 2 dollazs to each per day;

New Hampshire—all expenses as above, and half a guinea per day to each.?

A rate of $4 a day was approved for the New York members. At this time,
generally speaking, delegates who lived on a modest scale had their actual
expenses defrayed. But after inflation set in, it grew to be a standing joke
that the morals of Congress were above suspicion, since it was obvious that
no member could afford to keep a mistress.

Idleness had never been a sin of Congress. But as more and more com-
mittees were created to take care of increasing business, the working day
came to be measured only by endurance.

* The Portuguese gold “Johannes,” accepted everywhere in colonial America, was

worth about £3 12s.
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“I rise at six,” Silas Deane wrote to his wife, “write until seven, dress and
breakfast by eight, go to the Committee of Claims until ten; then in Con-
gress till half past three or perhaps four; dine by five, and then go either to
the Committee of Secrecy or of Trade until nine; then sup and go to bed
by eleven. This leaves little room for diversion or any thing else, and to tell
you the truth I expect this kind of life must be my lot for some time.” ?

John Adams kept so busy that the stirring events of 1776 are covered by
only two diary entries, though he made notes which later went into his
autobiography. “The whole Congress is taken up, almost, in different com-
mittees from seven to ten in the morning,” he informed Abigail in December,
17775. “From ten to four or sometimes five, we are in Congress, and from six
to ten, in committees again. I don’t mention this to make you think me a man
of importance, because it is not I alone, but the whole Congress is thus
employed, but to apologize for not writing to you oftener.” 3

The strain on the delegates is evident from a letter in which Joseph Hewes
of North Carolina confessed that “we grow tired, indolent, Captious, Jealous,
and want a recess. these only discover themselves now and then, in general
we are pretty unanimous and friendly. . . . I am weary of politicks and
wish I could retire to my former private Station.”*

The time of the delegates was further taken up by an invasion of such
crackpots as “Captain” John Macpherson, who had a mysterious scheme for
destroying the entire British navy. Adams described him as an old privateers-
man, nine times wounded in sea battles of the last war. “He proposes great
things; is sanguine, confident, positive, that he can take or burn every man-
of-war in America. It is a secret, he says, but he will communicate it to any
one member of Congress, upon condition that it be not divulged during his
life at all, nor after his death, but for the service of this country. He says it is
as certain as that he shall die, that he can burn any ship.”

The plausible sea dog persuaded Congress to advance him $300 in a
resolution of October 20th, but his scheme came to nothing. Another secret
weapon, proposed by a young Connecticut inventor, had the encouragement
of several delegates and reached the point of a test against the enemy the
following year. David Bushnell's American Turtle, which made the first
submarine attack of history, was described by a constituent in a letter to
Silas Deane of the naval committee:

The Body, when standing upright in the position in which it is navigated,
has the nearest resemblance to the two upper shells of a Tortoise joined to-
gether. In length, it doth not exceed 7% feet from the stem to the higher part
of the rudder; the heighth not exceeding 6 feet. The person who navigates
it enters at the top. It has a brass top or cover, which receives the person’s head
as he sits on a seat, and is fastened on the inside by screws. In this brass head
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is fixed eight glasses, viz. two before, two on each side, one behind, and one
to look out upwards. In the same brass head are fixed two brass tubes, to admit
fresh air when requisite, and a ventilator at the side to free the machine from
the air rendered unfit for consumption. On the inside is fixed a Barometer,
by which he can tell the depth he is under water; a Compass, by which he
knows the course he steers. In the barometer and on the needles of the compass
is fixed fox-fire, i.e. wood that gives light in the dark. . . . He has a sounding
lead fixed at the bow, by which he can take the depth of water under him;
and to bring the machine into a perfect equilibrium with the water, he can
admit so much water as is necessary, and has a forcing pump by which he can
free the machine at pleasure, and can rise above water, and again immerge,
as occasion requires.’

On his journey to Cambridge that fall Dr. Franklin had inspected the
fantastic little craft, and at his suggestion Bushnell experimented to learn
the effect of explosions under water.

In the bow [the description continues] he has a pair of oars fixed like the
two opposite arms of a wind mill, by which he can row forward, and turning
them the opposite way, row the machine backward; another pair . . . with
which he can row the machine round, either to the right or left; and a third
by which he can row the machine either up or down; all which are turned by
foot, like a spinning wheel. The rudder with which he steers, he manages by
hand, within board. All these shafts which pass through the machine are so
curiously fix'd as not to admit any water to incommode the machine. The
magazine for the powder is carried on the hinder part of the machine, with-
out-board, and so contrived, that when he comes under the side of the Ship,
he rubs down the side until he comes to the keel, and a hook so fix'd as that
when it touches the keel it raises a spring which frees the magazine from the
machine and fastens it to the side of the Ship; at the same time, it draws a
pin, which sets the watch-work agoing, which, at a given time, springs the
lock and the explosion ensues.

Deane’s correspondent, Dr. Benjamin Gale, had a religious faith in the
inventor and his submarine. “I do insist upon it, that I believe the inspiration
of the Almighty has given him understanding for this very purpose and
design. If he succeeds, a stipend for life, and if he fails, a reasonable com-
pensation for time and expense is his due from the public.”

In December the advice of Franklin was sought again after foxfire failed
to illuminate the compass. Bushnell found that “the frost wholly destroys
that quality in the wood. . . . He was detained near two months for want
of money, and before he could obtain it the season was so far advanced that
he was, in the manner I have now related, frustrated.” Deane was requested
“to enquire of Dr. Franklin whether he knows of any kind of phosphorus
which will give light in the dark and not consume the air. He [Bushnell]
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has tried a candle but that destroys the air so fast that he cannot remain
under water long enough to effect the thing.”

Congress, having lost money on one pig in a poke, did not back the young
inventor with anything more substantial than counsel and encouragement.
He fared better with the governor and council of Connecticut, who urged
him in February to “make every necessary preparation and experiment,
with expectation of reward.” The following summer, when the British fleet
anchored off New York, Ezra Lee tried one night to blow up Admiral
Howe’s flagship Eagle. He submerged and made his way to the keel, but the
attempt failed because he could not penetrate the copper sheathing to attach
his bomb. The charge drifted away and exploded harmlessly after Bush-
nell’s assistant rowed the Turtle to safety, and submarine warfare had to
wait until a later period of history.

The new little navy, authorized in resolutions of November 25th, made
such rapid progress that Congress elected officers less than a month later.
Esek Hopkins of Rhode Island was chosen as commodore, and captains were
appointed for the first four warships—Dudley Saltonstall, for the Alfred;
Abraham Whipple, for the Columbus; Nicholas Biddle, for the Andrea
Doria; and John Burrows Hopkins, for the Cabot.

It is hardly necessary to add that political considerations had much to do
with the selections, though all the officers were men of maritime experience.
Colonies which had been slighted in the appointment of captains were com-
pensated with lesser honors; and Virginia had to be content with the naming
of a recent arrival, John Paul Jones, as one of the first lieutenants. Joseph
Hewes, a member of the marine committee, sponsored the Scottish seaman
who had been recommended for zeal in the cause of his adopted country.

Articles of war, adapted and abridged from those of the British service,
had already been approved for a navy which never at its peak reached a
total of more than a fourth of the strength of the enemy fleet in American
waters. It was enough of an achievement that the first four vessels actually
had been manned and fitted out for active service in less than three months.
The marine committee, one of the most successful of the standing commit-
tees, may be considered the ancestor of the modern Navy Department.

As the year drew toward a close, Washington’s army before Boston was
threatened with disintegration because the terms of thousands of militiamen
were about to expire. The crisis was averted when volunteers or re-enlisted
men kept the ranks filled, but the commander in chief had been obliged to
take the risk of rebuilding his army within sight of a stronger foe. Congress
has often been blamed by historians for the limited enlistments which
handicapped the American cause, though the actual evidence is distinctly
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to the credit of that body. In its resolution authorizing the raising of rifle
companies, the assembly specified a year’s service instead of the three or six
months usually demanded of colonial militiamen. When it created the
Marine Corps Congress took another forward step by insisting on enlist-
ments “for and during the present war.” Curiously enough, it was Wash-
ington himself, the principal victim of the old system, who protested to
Congress in a letter of November 28, 1775:

“From what I can collect, by my inquiries among the Officers, It will be
impossible to get the men to inlist for the continuance of the War, which
will be an insuperable Obstruction to the formation of the two Battalions of
Marines on the plan resolved in Congress.”

Responding to this well-meant advice, Congress beat a retreat on Decem-
ber 6th by resolving “that the seamen and marines be engaged for the first
of January, 1777, unless sooner discharged.” ¢

Within ten weeks the general repented the stand taken in his previous
letter by recommending on February 7th a “bounty of twenty, thirty or
more Dollars to engage the Men already Inlisted (till January next) and
such others as may be wanted to compleat to the Establishment, for and
during the War.”

After this game of blindman’s buff, both Washington and Congress were
consistent advocates of long enlistments, with the provincial assemblies just
as stubbornly opposed. The century-old American tradition of short terms
had been a natural growth, since the Indian wars of the past usually called
for brief campaigns. When longer service became necessary, or military duty
outside the colony, a cash bounty was offered less as a bribe than as pro-
vision for the support of a soldier’s dependents. During the French and In-
dian War, the most severe test of this system, bounties as high as £14 had
been paid for a year’s enlistment.

Manpower was not lacking in a population of nearly three millions, and
there is no doubt that America could have raised an army of at least 150,000
men for the duration of the war if numbers had been the only problem. The
rub was how to arm, feed, pay and clothe even a fraction of that number for
the next few months. Every theory was balked by the fact that thirteen colo-
nies had accepted a conflict against the world’s greatest empire before they
had time to become a nation. As a consequence, their military effort had to
live from hand to mouth for lack of organized resources.

The eager strategists of Congress were vouchsafed a single glimpse of
glory in their Canadian campaign. On November 29th an express brought
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the news, seventeen days after the event, that General Montgomery had
taken Montreal.

It was not a great military feat, since the town had few defenders; and the
triumph was slightly tarnished by General Schuyler’s threats of resigning.
But Congress called upon three of its heaviest rhetorical guns, John Jay
and James Wilson and William Livingston, to fire a verbal salute in the
name of President Hancock. The congratulations sent to Schuyler, serving
both to praise and to placate that thin-skinned warrior, were esteemed as a
masterpiece:

‘The Congress hear with Concern your Request for Leave to retire. . . . You
have already reaped many Laurels, but a plentiful Harvest still invites you.
Proceed, therefore, and let the Footsteps of Victory open a Way for the
Blessings of Liberty, and the Happiness of well-ordered Government to visit
that extensive Dominion. Consider that the road to glory is seldom strewed
with Flowers, and that when the black and bloody Standard of Tyranny is
erected in a Land possessed by Freemen, Patriots cease to remain inactive
Spectators of their Country’s Fall. Reflect, Sir, that the Happiness, or Misery,
of Millions yet unborn is now to be determined; and remember that you will
receive an honourable Compensation for all your Fatigues, in being able to
leave the Memory of Illustrious Actions . . . as 2 fair, a splendid, and a valuable
Inheritance, to your Posterity.”

Schuyler was sufficiently impressed to withdraw his request, and it may
be supposed that Montgomery and Wooster were inspired by their letters of
felicitation. In a final burst of optimism, Congress began counting its un-
hatched chickens with the resolution “that the fortifications of Quebec, in
case it comes into our hands, be repaired, and furnished with such pro-
visions, arms, ammunition and artillery as may be necessary to its security.”

There were signs, nevertheless, that the assembly had its doubts in more
sober moments. A committee made up of John Langdon, Robert Treat Paine
and Robert R. Livingston had already been sent to Ticonderoga to report on
the state of the northern army. The members displayed an uncommon
aptitude for digging up the facts. Congress was bluntly informed on their
return that all but a handful of Montgomery’s little army had melted away
as a result of desertions and expired enlistments. His men had shown no
enthusiasm for a winter campaign in an alien land, some of them “being half
nacked” and others “haveing only a Coat, nearly worn out, and linnen under
Cloaths.”

The fault, it was intimated, lay with Congress for its lack of preparations.
But the warlike ardor of the assembly was not chilled. That same week a
secret resolution advised “that if General Washington and his council of
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war should be of opinion, that a successful attack may be made on the
troops at Boston, he do it in any manner he may think expedient, notwith-
standing the town and the property in it may thereby be destroyed.” ®

This broad hint might be interpreted as meddling with the prerogatives
of the commander in chief. Fortunately for the cause, he decided not to risk
an attack on regulars with green troops until he had the support of the
heavy cannon of Ticonderoga, then being brought to Cambridge on ox-
drawn sleds.

The first reports of Arnold left no doubt that he had emerged from the
Maine wilderness with a force reduced by frightful hardships. But the army
had its politicians as well as Congress, and on January 13th Silas Deane
wrote to his wife: “I received a few days since, from before Quebec, two
long letters from my brave friend, Col. Arnold, which I improved in his
favor, and the other day he was unanimously chosen a Brigadier-General for
the Army in Canada.”®

On January 17th Congress had its first news of the disaster at Quebec.
The two American columns had combined in a desperate attempt to storm
the fortress during a snowfall on the last night of 1775. Montgomery was
killed and Arnold wounded as their men met with a complete repulse. Cap-
tain Daniel Morgan of the riflemen won a foothold inside the walls for a
short time, only to be captured with his detachment.

This was but the beginning. Every wind from the north seemed to bring
more dismal tidings of the defeated force making a pretense of blockading
Quebec. Freezing weather and smallpox were soon fighting on the side of
the foe; and it was the further misfortune of the invaders to be opposed by
the most able British soldier and administrator of the entire war, Sir Guy
Carleton. The governor general, with few military resources at his com-
mand, had already earned the admiration of American officers by his humane
treatment of prisoners as well as his resolute and energetic defense.

Congress was placed in the position of a gambler who must retire from
the game or risk new losses. There was never for a moment any question as
to the decision. Robert Morris, a recent delegate from Pennsylvania, echoed
the opinion of his colleagues when he wrote to General Horatio Gates that
Canada “must be ours at all events; shou'd it fall into the hands of the
Enemy they will soon raise a Nest of Hornets at our backs that will sting us
to the quick.”

John Adams also tried to rationalize the attitude of Congress on stra-
tegic grounds. “The importance of Canada,” he wrote to James Warren on
February 18th, “arises from this and occasions our remarkable unanimity
at present in deciding the Affairs of it: In the Hands of our Enemies it
would enable them to inflame all the Indians upon the Continent, and
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perhaps induce them to take up the Hatchet and commit their Robberies and
Murders upon the Frontiers of all the southern Colonies, as well to pour
down Regulars, Canadians, and Indians, together upon the borders of the
Northern,” 10 (

Plausible as such arguments were, they overlooked the obvious fact that
the invaders did not have the military means to hold Canada even if they had
captured Quebec. British sea power still had to be reckoned with; and in
the last war it had been the decisive factor against French forces more power-
ful than any the Americans of 1776 could have raised and equipped. It was
true that Canada offered a foe the bases for expeditions taking the route of
Lake Champlain and the Hudson valley—the strategic backbone of Amer-
ica. This vital line had to be maintained if New York and New England
were not to be detached from the other colonies. But the Americans of 1776
were beggars and not choosers when it came to war resources; they would
have done better to invest their small means in posts defending the Hudson-
Lake Champlain line.

The attitude of Congress, of course, was as much emotional as rational.
All great revolutions are exported at the first opportunity, and Congress had
set its heart on making Canada the fourteenth colony. Two days after learn-
ing of the repulse at Quebec, the delegates resolved “that the American army
in Canada be reinforced with all possible dispatch, as well for the security
and relief of our friends there, as for better securing the rights and liber-
ties not only of that colony, but the other United Colonjes.” **

Only two of the many committees transacting the business of government
were not closely tied to the apron strings of Congress. The importation of
munitions was so necessary that the Secret Committee, composed of nine
members, was allowed to export produce in payment. Later known as the
Committee of Commerce, it took on such added executive powers in deciding
questions of trade as to become the progenitor of the Department of Com-
merce.

Congress evidently put words in a class with gunpowder and bullets when
it created another standing committee “for the sole purpose of corresponding
with our friends in Great Britain, Ireland and other parts of the world.”
Benjamin Franklin, John Jay, Thomas Johnson, Benjamin Harrison and
John Dickinson were the original five members of the Committee of Secret
Correspondence, with Robert Morris being appointed early in 1775. From
the outset they were given broad discretionary powers and required only to
submit their correspondence when requested.

This was the beginning of the Department of State, for Congress gradu-
ally enlarged the province of the committee to include questions relating to
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foreign affairs. In the role of indulgent parent, the assembly offered to pay
any expenses incurred, even to the employment of agents, and voted $3,000
for such purposes.

It was not to be supposed, however, that all addresses would be left to
these specialists. In the late autumn of 1775 there were signs that Congress
was about to become articulate again, and it needed only the behavior of
the king to supply the incentive.

A semiofficial announcement in a Philadelphia newspaper made it known
on November 10th that the “last dutiful petition to his majesty” had indeed
been spurned, as its opponents had predicted. The same ship from England
brought news of another affront—the monarch’s proclamation of August
231d, declaring the colonies in a state of rebellion and threatening the most
severe punishments.

It was never the habit of Congress to receive a proclamation without
giving a longer one in return, and George III had his answer on Decem-
ber 6th when the delegates approved a declaration “of the Thirteen United
Colonies in North America.” The purpose, as the first paragraph stated, was
“to wipe off, in the name of the people of these United Colonies, the asper-
sions which it [the royal proclamation] is calculated to throw upon our
cause; and to prevent, as far as possible, the undeserved punishments, which
it is designed to prepare for our friends.” *?

As for the charge of forgetting the allegiance owed by colonial subjects,
the declaration inquired:

Allegiance to Parliament? We never owed—we never owned it. Allegiance
to our King? Our words have ever avowed it,—our conduct has ever been
consistent with it. We condemn, and with arms in our hands,—a resource
which Freemen will never part with,—we oppose the claim and exercise of
unconstitutional powers, to which neither the Crown nor Parliament were
ever entitled. . . .

It is alledged, that “we have p.oceeded to an open and avowed rebellion.”
In what does this rebellion consist? It is thus described—“Arraying ourselves
in hostile manner, to withstand the execution of the law, and traitorously
preparing, ordering and levying war against the King.” We know of no laws
binding upon us, but such as have been transmitted to us by our ancestors,
and such as have been consented to by ourselves, or our representatives elected
for that purpose.

The king had charged the rebel leaders with “traitorous designs” which
were customarily punished by death. Congress, far from retreating an inch,
ended its declaration on a note of defiance by countering with the first Amer-
ican threat of reprisals:
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We, therefore, in the name of the people of these United Colonies, and
by authority, according to the purest maxims of representation, derived from
them, declare, that whatever punishment shall be inflicted upon any persons
in the power of our enemies for favouring, aiding or abetting the cause of
American liberty, shall be retaliated in the same kind, and in the same degree
upon those in our power, who have favoured, aided, or abetted, or shall
favour, aid and abet the system of ministerial oppression.

Lord Dunmore’s proclamation, seeking to incite a loyalist uprising in Vir-
ginia, had not yet been answered. There were also reports of activity on the
part of New York loyalists. Such provocations could not be ignored, and
Congress fixed its righteous gaze on “all such unworthy Americans, as, re-
gardless of their duty to their Creator, their country and their posterity, have
taken part with our oppressors, and, influenced by the hope of possession of
ignominous rewards, strive to recommend themselves to the bounty of ad-
ministration, by misrepresenting and traducing the conduct and principles
of the friends of American liberty.”

Up to this time the assembly had not endorsed any stronger measures
against American loyalists than publicity and ostracism. But on January 2nd
the Revolution entered upon a stern new phase when the delegates re-
solved:

That it be recommended to the different assemblies, conventions and com-
mittees or councils of safety in the United Colonies, by the most speedy and
effectual measures, to frustrate the mischievous machinations, and restrain
the wicked practices of these men: And it is the opinion of this Congress,
that they ought to be disarmed, and the more dangerous among them, either
kept in safe custody, or bound with sufficient sureties as to their good be-
haviour.3

An accompanying resolution urged the committees of safety to call upon
Continental troops, when they could be spared from war duties, if aid were
needed in the work of disarming the Tory population.

That same day Congress gave its attention to the king’s armed forces who
had bombarded and burned Falmouth (Portland) in October, reducing to
ashes the most important center in the district of Massachusetts which later
became the State of Maine. If the delegates had known that during the past
twenty-four hours British warships had destroyed Norfolk, the largest town
in Virginia, they would have been even more wrathful in condemning “the
execrable barbarity, with which this unhappy war has been conducted on
the part of our enemies, such as burning our defenceless towns and villages,
exposing their inhabitants, without regard to age and sex, to all the miseries
which loss of property, the rigor of the season and inhuman devastation can
inflict, exciting domestic insurrections and murders, bribing the savages, to
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desolate our frontiers, and casting such of us as the fortune of war has put
into their power, into gaols, there to languish in irons and in want. . . .”

Some of these charges were a little farfetched, but in general the del-
egates stood on solid ground when they accused the invaders of violating the
accepted codes of humanity. Every age has its own standards, and the
eighteenth century held that the persons and property of enemy noncom-
batants were entitled to respect. There was no justification, according to
these principles, for the destruction of Falmouth and Norfolk, both of them
unfortified towns offering no armed resistance. Congress, with right on its
side, appealed to world opinion by recommending that Americans “continue
mindful that humanity ought to distinguish the brave, that cruelty should
find no admission among a free people, and to take care that no page in the
annals of America be stained by a recital of any action which justice or
Christianity may condemn, and to rest assured that whenever retaliation
may be necessary or tend to their security, this Congress will undertake the
disagreeable task.” **

There would doubtless have been more declarations and addresses if the
delegates had followed their inclination. But while the publicists of Con-

gress were lighting a candle in the hearts of their countrymen, an unknown
Philadelphia scribbler touched off a bonfire.

The strange and unpredictable factor of genius entered the equation on
January 8th with the appearance of an anonymous pamphlet called Common
Sense. Before the end of the year 120,000 copies had come off the presses,
establishing a record for a best seller which has never been equaled in the
history of American publishing. In order to reach the same proportion of the
total population in the middle of the twentieth century, it would be necessary
for a book to achieve a circulation of six million copies during its first year.

So obscure was the author that he remained the mystery of Philadelphia
taverns for a few days while gossip attributed his pamphlet to various mem-
bers of Congress. Finally it became known that the work was written by one
Thomas Paine, who had been encouraged by Dr. Franklin to emigrate from
England in 1774 at the age of 39. A self-educated disciple of Wilkes in his
homeland, he had failed in turn as a staymaker, shopkeeper and petty excise
official. And though poverty had pursued him to his adopted country, he
spent the autumn of 1775 at revising the 25,000 words of Common Sense
with a view to turning over all profits to the American cause.

Neither Tom Paine’s accent nor his linen was quite up to the standards
for an eighteenth-century gentleman. But it needed only a glance at his
pages for anyone to recognize that something new and tremendous had ap-
peared in the field of American polemic writing. Even John Adams, one of



EVERY WIND FROM THE NORTH 113

Paine’s most spiteful critics, had to describe him as a “phenomenon” and a
“meteor.”

It might have been supposed that nothing original was left to be said on
the old theme of natural law. But the first two paragraphs of Common Sense
departed from the well-worn paths:

Society is produced by our wants, and government by our wickedness; the
* former promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the latter
negatively by restraining our vices. The one encourages intercourse, the other
creates distinctions. The first is a patron, the last is a punisher. Society in
every state is a blessing, but Government, even in its best state, is but a
necessary evil. . . . Government, like dress, is the badge of lost innocence; the
palaces of kings are built upon the ruins of the bowers of paradise. For were
the impulses of conscience clear, uniform and irresistibly obeyed, man would
need no other lawgiver; but that not being the case, he finds it necessary
to surrender up a part of his property to furnish means for the protection of
the rest. . . .

Paine, like other writers of the age, could not resist the temptation to
depict a primitive Eden in which natural law was gradually corrupted by
political codes. With this formality out of the way, he got down to the main
business of his pamphlet—the blasting away of the two main emotional
obstacles which stood between the American people and independence.

Even in its recent bellicose declarations, Congress had not quite dared to
lay rude hands on such sacred institutions as the monarchy and the English
constitution. The last, Paine granted, had been “noble for the dark and
slavish times in which it was erected. . . . But that it is imperfect, subject
to convulsions, and incapable of producing what it seems to promise, is easily
demonstrated.” After several pages of demonstration, he reached a con-
clusion emphasized in italics:

Wherefore, laying aside all national pride and prejudice in favor of modes
and forms, the plain truth is that it is wholly owing to the constitution of the
people, and not to the constitution of the government that the crown is not
as oppressive in England as in Turkey.

Paine went back to Biblical times to begin his thundering attack on mon-
archy. “Government by kings,” he declared, “was first introduced into the
world by the Heathens, from whom the children of Israel copied the custom.
It was the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the pro-
motion of idolatry.”

Otis and Dickinson, the two best known pamphleteers of America up to
this time, had been lawyers addressing men of education. But Tom Paine
wrote in the language of the people.
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“Onme of the strongest natural proofs of the folly of hereditary right in
Kings,” he chuckled, “is that nature disapproves it, otherwise she would
not so frequently turn it into ridicule, by giving mankind an Ass for 4
Lion.” As for that other great prop of monarchy, the claim of divine right,
he cited the case of William the Conqueror. “A French bastard landing with
an armed Banditti and establishing himself king of England against the con-
sent of the natives, is in plain terms a very paltry rascally original. It cer-
tainly hath no divinity in it.”

With mockery and contempt Paine traced the institution of royalty down
through the centuries to his own age. “In England a King hath little more to
do than to make war and give away places; which, in plain terms, is to em-
poverish the nation and set it together by the ears. A pretty business indeed
for a man to be allowed eight hundred thousand sterling a year for, and
worshipped into the bargain. Of more worth is one honest man to society,
and in the sight of God, than all the crowned ruffians that ever lived.”

The last half of Common Sense was devoted to an appeal for independ-
ence and the establishment of a constitutional American republic. “No man
was a warmer wisher for reconciliation than myself,” wrote Paine, “before
the fatal nineteenth of April, 1775, but the moment the event of that day
was made known, I rejected the hardened, sullen-tempered Pharaoh of Eng-
land for ever; and disdain the wretch, that with the pretended title of Father
of his People can unfeelingly hear of their slaughter, and composedly sleep
with their blood on his soul.”

The author did not underrate the emotional hold of the monarchy on
the loyalty of Americans who found it hard to imagine any other type of
rule. “But where, some say, is the King of America? I'll tell you, friends, he
reigns above and doth not make havoc of mankind like the Royal Brute of
Great Britain.”

The Continental Congress was obviously the model for the unicameral
American legislature of 390 members proposed by Paine after independence
had been declared. He suggested the election of a president from each prov-
ince in rotation, and the framing “of a Continental Charter, or Charter of
the United Colonies; (answering to what is called the Magna Charta of
England) fixing the number and manner of choosing Members of Con-
gress . . . always remembering, that our strength is Continental, not Pro-
vincial.”

The effect of Common Sense on the America of 1776 can hardly be ex-
aggerated. The very month of its publication Congress had assigned James
Wilson of Pennsylvania the task of drawing up another “declaration to the
inhabitants of America.” This address, as he later explained, “was meant to
lead the public mind into the idea of Independence, of which the necessity
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was plainly foreseen by Congress.” But the 5,000-word document contained
little that had not been said before, and it approached the subject of separa-
tion with obvious skittishness:

Though an independent Empire is not our Wish; it may—let your Oppres-
sors attend—it may be the fate of our Countrymen and ourselves. It is in the
Power of your Enemies to render Independency or Slavery your and our
Alternative. . . . We are desirous to continue Subjects: But we are determined
to continue Freemen.1®

Such sentiments, which might have seemed bold only a few weeks before,
made tame reading for the delegates after Common Sense appeared with its
challenge: “Everything that is right or reasonable pleads for separation. The
blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, TIS TIME TO
PART.”

Congress quietly tabled its declaration. And while it fizzled out like a
damp firecracker, Tom Paine’s bomb was exploding in the imagination of
every literate American:

O ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose not only the tyranny, but also
the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression.
Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia and Africa hath long ex-
pelled her. Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her
warning to depart. O receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for
mankind!



Chapter 9

The Committee of the Whole

YHE diplomatic ventures of the Continental Congress began in an

I atmosphere of mystery and intrigue which might have been created
by a writer of historical novels. One December day in 1775 a personable
French gentleman, M. Achard Bonvouloir, presented himself to Dr. Frank-
lin and three other members of the Committee of Secret Correspondence.
The visitor, who had just arrived from London after a rough voyage of a
hundred days, let it be known that he took a warm personal interest in the
fortunes of America.

He disclaimed, perhaps a little too hastily, any connection at all with the
court of France. But Dr. Franklin drew his own inferences. He saw to it
that the stranger was cordially welcomed and given all the information
proper for him to receive.

As the conversations proceeded, M. Bonvouloir dropped a few hints. Al-
though still protesting that he had no official status, he contrived to give
that very impression. He offered no aid save his own friendly offices, but
spoke in glowing terms of the private deals which might be arranged for
European munitions of war. When members of the committee pressed him
too hard, he parried all questions deftly.

The archives of France have long since established that Benjamin Frank-
lin did not err in his assumption that the visitor was worth cultivating.
Achard Bonvouloir, whose very name might have been mistaken for a
pseudonym, actually had been employed by the Comte de Vergennes, for-
eign minister of Louis XVI, on the recommendation of the Comte de
Guines, French ambassador to England. An adventurer who had traveled
widely in America and the West Indies, the secret agent was instructed to
gather information as to the progress of the American revolt while assuring
the leaders of unofficial French sympathy.

116
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His report of December 28th from Philadelphia could not have been
dated at a more fortunate time. Montreal had just been taken, the British
were besieged in Boston, and all indications then pointed to the capture of
Quebec.

Bonvouloir’s employment ended after this mission, but an idea had been
implanted in the minds of Vergennes and his advisers. If a sham commercial
firm could be set up to supply arms in exchange for American products, it
might be possible for France to stir up trouble for her hereditary enemy
across the Channel while still keeping up the role of good neighbor. The
French court could make a show of stopping such shipments if necessary,
for Vergennes did not have enough faith at this time in the prospects of
American victory to take too many risks of exposure.

The members of the Committee of Secret Correspondence had mean-
while been endeavoring to learn just what aid might be expected from Eu-
ropean powers. Only a few days before Bonvouloir’s arrival, they had re-
quested Arthur Lee, then living in London, to use “great circumspection and
secrecy” in sounding out the attitude of foreign nations toward America.

The Secret Committee, which later became the Committee of Commerce,
had also been making inquiries. Its main responsibility was the importation
of munitions, and in January the members were visited in Philadelphia by
two other mysterious Frenchmen named Penet and Pliarne. They too denied
any official connection, but apparently they discussed quite frankly the
possibilities of the French government in giving its secret sanction to some
plan of exchanging arms for American produce.

On the strength of these intimations, the Secret Committee decided to
send an agent to France. The choice fell upon Silas Deane, perhaps because
he was free at the time, having been replaced by Dr. Oliver Wolcott as a
Connecticut delegate. It might appear that a better selection could have
been made, for Deane confessed in a letter to his wife that “people here,
members of Congress and others, have unhappily and erroneously thought
me a schemer.” After failing of re-election, he wrote bitterly: “My enemies’
designs have been, by superceding me in my absence, tacitly to censure me,
and leave by implication a stigma on my character, which they know a public
hearing must not only clear up, but tumble them into the pit they have
(like moles as they are) been digging for me.”*

John Adams also seems to have had his doubts of Deane. “He was a person
of a plausible readiness and volubility with his tongue and pen, much ad-
dicted to ostentation and expense in dress and living, but without any
deliberate forecast or reflection, solidity of judgment or real information.”

Once the appointment had been made, the Committee of Secret Corre-
spondence entrusted the Connecticut lawyer with the even more delicate
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mission of making contact with Vergennes himself and reporting on his
intentions. “On your arrival in France you will, for some time, be engaged in
the business of providing goods for the Indian trade,” the instructions from
the committee read. “This will give a good countenance to your appearing
in the character of a merchant, which we wish you continually to retain
among the French in general, it being probable that the court of France may
not like it to be known publicly that any agent from the Colonies is in that
country.”

At his first good opportunity, Deane was to request an audience with the
foreign minister, “acquainting him that you are in France upon the business
of the American Congress, in the character of 2 merchant, having something
to communicate to him that may be mutually beneficial to France and the
North American Colonies.” The benefits sought by the colonies were
“clothing and arms for twenty-five thousand men, with a suitable supply of
ammunition, and one hundred field pieces.” The prospect of American inde-
pendence was to be dangled before Vergennes as bait, with the explanation
that “France has been pitched upon for the first application, from an opinion
that if we should . . . come to a total separating from Great Britain, France
would be Jooked upon as the power whose friendship it would be fttest to
obtain and cultivate.” 2

Deane received these instructions the first week in March, but another
month passed before he departed. Thus was launched the first frail craft
sent out by Congress on the treacherous sea of foreign relations, though the
fog of secrecy was not so impenetrable as the members of the two committees
fondly imagined. Many a headache awaited Congress before its diplomatic
problems would be even partially solved, and for Deane the end was to be
poverty, disgrace and treason.

* On Friday, February 16th, “the Congress resolved itself into a committee
of the whole, to take into consideration the propriety of opening the ports,
and of the restrictions and regulations of trade of these Colonies, after the
first of March next.”

Every delegate realized that this was the beginning of the fight for
independence. The battle lines had been drawn “out of doors” and Congress
formed itself into a committee of the whole only for the threshing out of the
most controversial questions.

Next to independence itself, there could hardly have been a measure
more calculated to burn the last bridges of reconciliation behind the Amer-
ican colonies. The right of Great Britain to administer trade and commerce
for the Empire had generally been conceded even by the radicals of Con-
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gress, and a premature resolution to open the ports was tabled in July for
lack of enough support to pass.

Obviously the issue was closely associated with the problems of foreign
relations. During the debates of February 16th George Wythe of Virginia
asked some of the questions which must have perplexed other members:
“In what character shall we treat?—as subjects of Great Britain,—~as rebels?
Why should we be so fond of calling ourselves dutiful subjects? If we should
offer our trade to the Court of France, would they take notice of it any more
than if Bristol or Liverpool should offer theirs, while we profess to be sub-
jects? . . . If we were to tell them that, after a season, we would return to
our subjection to Great Britain, would not a foreign court wish something
more permanent?” ®

John Adams, who took notes, recorded that even such a stout radical as
Roger Sherman was not unmindful of the risks. “I fear we shall maintain the
armies of our enemies at our own expense with provisions,” protested the
member from Connecticut. “We can’t carry on a beneficial trade, as our
enemies will take our ships. A treaty with a foreign power is necessary,
before we open our trade, to protect it.”

“I think the merchants ought to judge for themselves of the danger and
risk,” said James Wilson. “We should be blamed if we did not leave it to
them. . . . If we determine that our ports shall not be opened, our vessels
abroad will not return. Our seamen are all abroad; will not return unless
we open our trade. I am afraid it will be necessary to invite foreigners to
trade with us, although we lose a great advantage, that of trading in our
own bottoms.”

Benjamin Harrison lamented the past dependence of the colonies on the
mother country. “We have hobbled on under a fatal attachment to Great
Britain. I felt it as much as any man, but I feel a stronger to my country.”

“Americans will hardly live without trade,” Wythe insisted. “It is said
that our trade will be of no advantage to us, because our vessels will be
taken, our enemies will be supplied, the West Indies will be supplied at our
expense. This is too true unless we can provide a remedy. . . . If the in-
clination of our people should become universal to trade, we must open our
ports.”

It was plain by this time that the nonintercourse provisions of the Asso-
ciation would not bring the mother country to terms, as the delegates of the
first Congress had so blithely anticipated in the autumn of 1774. They had
made the historical mistake of underrating the determination of Great
Britain in time of stress—an error which accounted for the downfall of
more than one enemy nation in past wars. The merchants of the kingdom
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had suffered heavy losses, it was true, and there had been grievous unemploy-
ment as atesult of the sudden decline in American trade. But privations only
seemed to stiffen the will of Britons, so that the war with America was
rapidly becoming a popular cause. Parliament had the support of the nation
on December 22, 1775, when it passed an act removing the colonies from
the protection of the crown, forbidding all trade with them, and authorizing
the seizure and confiscation of American ships at sea.

An advance copy of this stern measure was smuggled across the ocean to
Congress during the course of the February debates. About the same time
there were rumors, too persistent to be discounted, that George III had ar-
ranged to hire European mercenary troops for the chastisement of his colo-
nial subjects. Within a few months, it was reported, a mighty British ex-
peditionary force would be on its way to America to stamp out the fires
of rebellion.

These possibilities helped the radical faction in Congress to win converts
among the moderates, who could tip the scale either way. But the conserva-
tives, with John Dickinson as floor leader, managed to hold their ground.
When John Adams likened him to a reed, he had not yet discovered that his
adversary was neither frail nor readily shaken in debate. The two were still
not on speaking terms, and their daily contests in the committee of the
whole might have been compared to a duel with a rapier and bludgeon as
weapons. Adams laid about him lustily, but the blade always flashed out in
time to ward off his blows.

Dickinson’s patriotism could not be challenged by his most bitter po-
litical foes. As the ranking colonel of the Pennsylvania militia, he had proved
himself willing to risk his life as well as his fortune in the cause. He could
even accept independence if it came to the worst, but the time did not
seem ripe to him in the spring of 1776. Like a conscientious lawyer acting
in the best interests of an impulsive client, he believed that he was saving
America from reckless decisions which would later be regretted. He believed
that all hopes for an honorable compromise and reconciliation were not yet
dead, and he had the courage to put principle above popularity.

Many of the best minds of Congress agreed with him that independence
was too grave a question to be decided emotionally. George Read, Robert
Morris, John Alsop, James Duane, Robert R. Livingston and Edward Rut-
ledge also argued that safety lay in caution; and John Jay saw the whole era
in terms of “evolution, not revolution.” Such conservatives distrusted the
very eloquence of Common Sense, then at the height of its success, and
sincerely held that it represented a danger to the patriotic cause.

Most of the delegations split on the rock of the dispute about opening the
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ports. Virginia, which usually took the radical side, had two members who
could only have been called middle-of-the-road men, Carter Braxton and
Benjamin Harrison. Even Massachusetts was divided, as John Adams re-
corded with prejudice:

Mr. Harrison had courted Mr. Hancock, and Mr. Hancock had courted
Mr. Duane, Mr. Dickinson and their party, and leaned so partially in their
favor, that Mr. Samuel Adams had become very bitter against Mr. Hancock,
and spoke of him with great asperity in private circles; and this alienation
between them continued from this time till the year 1789, thirteen years,
when they were again reconciled. . . . Although Harrison was another Sir
John Falstaff, excepting in his larcenies and robberies, his conversation dis-
gusting to every man of delicacy or decorum, yet, as I saw he was to be
nominated with us in business, I took no notice of his vices or follies, but
treated him, and Mr. Hancock, too, with uniform politeness. I was, however,
too intimate with Mr. [Richard Henry] Lee, Mr. Adams, Mr. Ward, &c. to
escape jealousy and malignity of their adversaries.*

Such judgments may be taken with a grain of salt, for John Adams was
too resolute a fighter to be just in the heat of controversy. Hancock might
more accurately have been described as a moderate who acquitted himself
well in the difficult duty of acting as speaker of the opinionated assembly, for
he seems to have given each faction its due share of time for presenting argu-
ments.

Charles Thomson, who played no favorites, did not escape the criticism of
contenders seeking every advantage. John Adams complained of “an ex-
traordinary liberty taken by the secretary, I suppose, at the instigation of the
party against independence, to suppress, by omitting on the Journals, the
many motions that were made disagreeable to that set. These motions ought
to have been inserted verbatim on the Journals, with the names of those
who made them.”?

The struggle in the committee of the whole continued day after day.
Joseph Hewes put it mildly when he wrote to a friend in North Carolina:
“We do not treat each other with that decency and respect that was observed
heretofore. Jealousies, ill natured observations and recriminations take the
place of reason and Argument. our Tempers are soured. some among us
urge strongly for Independence and eternal separation, others wish to wait a
little longer and to have the opinion of their Constituents on that subject.” ®

Rumors of the king’s plan to hire European mercenaries were countered
in Congress by equally persistent reports that the mother country had
decided to send peace commissioners empowered to offer new terms of
reconciliation. Dickinson and his faction urged that it would be only pru-
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dent to go slow, and the radicals were just as determined to commit America
so far along the road to independence that there could be no retreat.

After a deadlock of nearly two weeks, it grew apparent to both sides that
there was no hope of a decision before the first day of March, the date ap-
pointed in the motion for opening the ports. The conservatives had won the
preliminary round in their fight for a delay, and Congress turned its atten-
tion to other problems, which were never lacking.

Late in 1775 a committee appointed to inquire into the condition of the
treasury had recommended that no more paper money be issued. As an
alternative, it was proposed that the assembly borrow such sums as it re-
quired on interest-bearing treasury notes. This suggestion was discussed on
December 26th but “referred till Tomorrow.”

The bleak fact remained that Congress had spent its first three million
dollars in bills of credit payable in 17779, 1780, 1781 and 1782. More money
had to be raised—at least three million dollars for immediate needs at the
beginning of 1776. Authority for printing bills of credit to this amount was
voted on the same terms as before, with the date of redemption being set at
1783-1786. Again the colonies were urged to stand back of the new issue
by levying taxes in proportion to their resources.

Congress was already a victim of the vicious circle which has troubled all
new governments depending on paper money—as more bills of credit were
emitted, their value grew less in spending power. The first signs of pain were
evinced on January 11th, when it was resolved:

That if any person shall hereafter be so lost to all virtue and regard for his
country, as to ‘Tefuse to receive said bills in payment,’ or obstruct or dis-
courage the currency or circulation thereof, and shall be duly convicted by
the committee of the city, county, or district, or in case of appeal from their
decision, by the assembly, convention, council or committee of safety of the
colony in which he shall reside, such person shall be deemed, published and
treated as an enemy of his country, and precluded from all trade or inter-
course with the inhabitants of these colonies.”

The assembly ordered that this resolution be published, and it appeared
in the Pennsylvania Gazette of January 17, 1776.

Never in history has any government been able for very long to enforce
laws compelling its citizens to accept a declining currency at face value, but
this was a lesson which Congress in its turn would have to learn by ex-
perience. Meanwhile a new standing committee of five members was ap-
pointed on March 17th “to examine the accounts of the treasurers, and from
time to time, report to Congress on the state of the treasury.” The members
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were Thomas Nelson, James Duane, Richard Smith, Thomas Willing and
the new delegate from Massachusetts, Elbridge Gerry.

Dismal news of the military situation in Canada continued to arrive with
every express, and on February 14th Congress could only conclude that its
propaganda campaign also was failing. The Committee of Secret Corre-
spondence submitted a confidential report from one of its agents, a native
Canadian, which disclosed “that when the Canadians first heard of the
Dispute they were generally on the American side; but by the Influence of
the Clergy and the Noblesse, who have been continually preaching and per-
suading them against us, they are now brought into a State of Suspence or
Uncertainty which side to follow. . . . That the Letters we have address'd
to them have made little Impression, the common People being generally
unable to read, and the Priests and Gentry who read them to others, explain
them in such a Manner as best answers their own purpose of prejudicing
the People against us.” ¢

The report ended with a recommendation that “it would be of great
service if some Persons from the Congress were sent to Canada, to explain
viva voce to the People there the Nature of our Dispute with England . . .
and to satisfy the Gentry and Clergy that we have no intention against their
interests, but mean to put Canada in full possession of Liberty, desiring only
their Friendship and Union with us as good Neighbors and Brethren.”

Congress decided the next day to send a committee to Canada. Dr. Frank-
lin was selected, as John Adams explained, because of his “masterly acquaint-
ance with the French language . . . his great Experience in Life, his Wisdom,
Prudence, Caution; his engaging Address.” Samuel Chase had zeal in his
favor, and Congress went outside its own ranks for the third commissioner.
The wealthiest man in the American colonies, who signed himself Charles
Carroll of Carrollton, was obviously appointed because of his adherence to
the Roman Catholic faith. Thirty-nine years of age, educated in French
Jesuit colleges, he had a reputation as one of the leading patriots of Mary-
land. At the request of Congress he persuaded his brother John, a Catholic
priest, to accompany him.

The first American diplomatic mission did not set out until March 25th.
Even so, the season was early for pushing through the wilderness. Six inches
of April snow imposed a week’s delay at Saratoga, and Dr. Franklin wrote to
Josiah Quincy: “I begin to apprehend that I have undertaken a fatigue that
at my time of life may prove too much for me; so I sit down to write to a few
friends by way of farewell.” ¢

After an exhausting journey up the Hudson by sloop and rowboat, the
travelers embarked with their own beds in open flatboats which had to battle
ice floes in Lake George and Lake Champlain. The last frontier inn had been
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left behind, and they stopped occasionally on the shore to brew tea and warm
themselves around a fire. At night they slept in the woods or under canvas
awnings in the flatboats.

Caléches from Montreal met them at St. Johns, and the weary commis-
sioners drove the rest of the way over muddy trails. Not until April 29th, the
thirty-sixth day, did they arrive in Montreal and acknowledge a salute from
the cannon of the American-held citadel to “the Committee of the Honour-
able Continental Congress.”

Dr. Franklin must have realized from the beginning that the mission
faced a hopeless task. In the entire province there were only 400 English
Protestants, more than half of them opposed to the American cause. Nor
had the behavior of the invading troops been such as to win friends among
the French Catholic population. On April 23rd, a week before the com-
mittee reached Montreal, Congress adopted a recommendation which indi-
cates that reports of American looting and disrespect to religion had aroused
anxiety:

Resolved, That the commissioners from Congress to Canada, be desired
to publish an Address to the people of Canada, signifying, that Congress has
been informed of injuries offered by our people to some of them: expressing
our resentment at their misconduct; inviting them to state their grievances to
our commissioners, and promising ample redress to them, and exemplary
punishments to the offenders.*®

At a later date Congress learned that every American shortcoming had
been exploited by Sir Guy Carleton while defending Quebec with a handful
of troops and awaiting the British reinforcements which arrived on May
6th. Long before that date the governor general had gained the sympathy of
the French Catholics, though most of them stayed out of the fight altogether.
They respected him for the principles of religious toleration he advocated in
the Quebec Act, and Carleton displayed an unfailing tact in all his dealings
with the clergy. He even managed to make friends among the American
prisoners who had been so poorly clad and equipped for a winter campaign.
In the role of friendly enemy, Carleton supplied these malcontents with
warm clothing as well as loyalist indoctrination before they were exchanged.

“Since we have tried in vain to make them acknowledge us as brothers,” he
declared, “let us at least send them away disposed to regard us as first
cousins.” **

In spite of the discouraging results, Congress had no idea of abandoning
its Canadian designs. General Charles Lee, who seemed qualified by long
military experience as well as his knowledge of the French language, was
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transferred to the northern army and promised reinforcements for a vigorous
spring campaign.

Although this officer’s professional abilities were held in high esteem, he
had only recently given Congress cause to make a public assertion of civil
rights. The declaration appeared in the Pennsylvania Gazette of March s,
1776:

Resolved, That no oath by way of test be imposed upon, exacted, or re-
quired of any of the inhabitants of these colonies, by any military officers.2?

The New York delegates, reporting to their provincial committee of safety,
explained that General Lee “had imposed a Test upon the inhabitants of
our Colony, in order to ascertain their political principles. However salutary
such a measure might be, when grounded on a legal and constitutional basis,
we were much alarmed that it should owe its authority to any military officer,
however distinguished for his zeal, his rank, his accomplishments, and
services. . . . There can be no liberty where the military is not subordinate
to the civil power in everything not immediately concerned with their opera-
tions. . . . A similar effort in Rhode Island had passed over unnoticed;
reiterated precedents must become dangerous; we therefore conceived it to
be our unquestionable duty to assert the independence and superiority of
the civil power, and to call the attention of Congress to this unwarrantable
invasion of its rights by one of their officers.” 2

The same issue came up again the following week. Congress had ap-
pointed Edward Rutledge, Richard Henry Lee and William Whipple to
confer with General Lee about the defenses of New York, where the next
British attack was expected. Cries for vengeance had been heard throughout
the colonies since the destruction of Falmouth and Norfolk, and feeling
against American loyalists was bitter. The committee’s report, in the hand-
writing of Whipple, the New Hampshire slave trader who had turned
merchant, recommended on March 14th “that the inhabitants of Statten
Island shou'd without loss of time be disarm’d and their arms delivered to
some Regiment already raising but unfornished with muskets. I do not
imagine that the disarming the Tories will incapacitate them from acting
against us, as they can easily be supplied by the Ships. I shou'd therefore
think it prudent to secure their Children as Hostages. If a measure of this
kind (hard as it may appear) is not adopted, the Childrens Children of
america may rue the fata] omission.” *#

Congress seems to have concluded that posterity had better take its chances
than be saved by such savage means. The committee’s advice as to hostages
was pointedly ignored, though the assembly voted another resolution, similar
to the one passed in January, advocating that the Tories be disarmed.
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In their letters the delegates continued to groan about long hours. There
can be no doubt that they were overworked, but it was also plain in the
spring of 1776 that they often had only themselves to blame. Although stand-
ing committees of members had been established, no attempt was made to
assign some of the executive duties to departments made up of specialized
employees.

Congress, in short, was diligent to the point of inefficiency, as Thomas
Johnson of Maryland seems to have suspected. On March 16th this member,
according to the diary of Richard Smith, “threw out for Consideration the
Propriety of establishing a Board of Treasury, a War Office, a Board of
Public Accounts, and other Boards to consist of Gent'n not Members of
Congress.”

These reforms had to wait until a later date. On April 1st, however, Con-
gress approved instructions for setting up a treasury office of accounts under
the supervision of the standing committee of finance. It was further re-
solved “that an auditor general, and a competent number of assistants or
clerks, shall be appointed by Congress, and employed, for stating, arranging,
and keeping the public accounts.” *®

The cluttered pages of the Journals testified as to the immediate need for
a war office. Efforts which might have gone into the creation of a more effec-
tive military establishment were wasted day after day in the transaction of
such typical petty business as the resolution “that four musquets and bay-
onets be lent to the delegates of Virginia, for the use of the guard that
accompanies the powder going to Virginia.”

An admirable tradition had been set when civil rights were protected
against infringements excused on grounds of military expediency. But Con-
gress sometimes flew to the opposite extreme by taking upon itself decisions
which properly belonged in the military sphere. Not content with electing
generals and shaping strategy as well as policy, the assembly did not hes-
itate to give orders for the smallest troop movements:

Resolved, That Captain Nelson, with his riffle Company, be directed im-
mediately to repair to New York.

Generals could only have been confused and frustrated by such meddling,
but the watchful attitude of Congress was justified by Samuel Adams in a
letter to James Warren: “A standing Army, however necessary it may be at
some times, is always dangerous to the Liberties of the People. . . . I have
a good opinion of the principal officers of our Army. I esteem them as
Patriots as well as Soldiers. But if this war continues, as it may for years to
come, we know not who may succeed them.” 26
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The object lessons of the mismanaged Canadian campaign might perhaps
have made more of an impression if Congress had not been cheered by news
of victories in two other quarters. The little American fleet, which had sailed
from Philadelphia in February to take the offensive in its first operation,
raided Nassau in the Bahama Islands on March 3rd and captured valuable
stores of British gunpowder. The report reached Congress late that month,
and on the 25th a dispatch from General Washington announced that the
enemy had been compelled to evacuate Boston.

There had been signs for some time that General Sir William Howe was
planning to withdraw. This probability could not dim the glory of the great-
est success won so far by American arms. For nearly ten months Washing-
ton’s green troops had kept the British regulars blockaded in the overcrowded
town filled with Tory refugees. The decision to evacuate was forced upon
the foe when the Americans seized the commanding position of Dorchester
heights in a brilliant night surprise. The next morning Howe found his
army and ships exposed to bombardment from the heavy guns captured by
the rebels at Ticonderoga. He could only choose between abandoning Bos-
ton and risking an attack which might prove more costly than Bunker Hill.
The British commander wisely decided to give up a town which had small
strategic worth, and on the 17th his troops and hundreds of American loyal-
ists sailed for Halifax, leaving large military stores behind.

Congress had its faults but timidity and pessimism were not among them.
On April 2nd the assembly approved an exultant letter of thanks to Wash-
ington and his “Band of Husbandmen.” A gold medal was ordered to be
struck in honor of the American triumph over “an Army of Veterans, com-
manded by the most experienced Generals, but employ’d by bad Men in the
worst of Causes.”

For the moment there was no formidable British force anywhere in the
colonies. But the delegates realized that this interlude could only be com-
pared to the dead center of a hurricane which would strike again with
redoubled fury. Washington counseled that preparations be hastened for
the defense of New York, where he predicted that the next enemy blow
would fall.

On the floor of Congress the victory had the immediate effect of renew-
ing the fight to open American ports. After failing to pass on March 1st, the
measure had been brought up repeatedly in the committee of the whole, and
John Adams concluded that “postponement was the object of our antag-
onists. . . . There was, however, still a majority of members who were either
determined against all measures preparatory to independence, or yet too
timorous and wavering to venture on any decisive steps. We therefore could
do nothing but keep our eyes fixed on the great objects of free trade, new
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governments and independence . . . and seize every opportunity of advanc-
ing step by step in our progress. Our opponents were not less vigilant in
seizing every opportunity for delay.” *7

Paragraphs which appear quite innocent in the pages of the Journals
were regarded as the skirmishes of this struggle. Thus on March 20th the
instructions for the commissioners to Canada were not passed without a
wrangle in the committee of the whole. John Adams rejoiced that the rad-
icals had “obtained one step more towards our great object” when they forced
through a recommendation that the Canadians set up a government of their
own and unite with the American colonies.

“It will readily be supposed,” he commented, “that a great part of these
instructions were opposed by our antagonists with great zeal; but they were
supported on our side with equal ardor.”

Even phrases were contested word by word. On March 19th the radicals
could be sure of enough votes to pass a privateering act, yet four more days
of argument were required before the committee of the whole managed to
agree on a single sentence. Parliament had offered the provocation by legal-
izing the seizure of American ships on the high seas, and American priva-
teering had been going on unofficially since the autumn of 1775. Although
it remained only for Congress to sanction an existing condition, the resolu-
tion hung fire because Richard Henry Lee insisted on naming George III
as “the Author of our Miseries.” Dickinson and his faction stuck by their
guns until the offending phrase was removed from a preamble which merely
accused the monarch of treating petitions “with scorn and contempt.” After
this compromise had been accepted, Congress resolved on March 23rd:

That the inhabitants of these Colonies be permitted to fit out armed vessels,
to cruise on the enemies of these United Colonies.18

The deadlock in the committee of the whole lasted nearly two more
weeks. Authentic reports had long since reached America that the very
act of Parliament proclaiming the seizure of colonial ships carried a rider
authorizing the sending of peace commissioners. It was plausibly argued by
John Dickinson and his supporters that Congress ought not to make any
such defiant gesture as opening the ports without at least considering the
new terms of reconciliation.

Allowing for the slow communications of the day, enough time had
elapsed since its decision for Parliament to offer some encouragement to
the friends of reconciliation in America. They were left entirely in the dark
as to British intentions, and on April 6th Robert Morris wrote irritably to
General Gates:
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“Where the plague are those Commissioners, if they are to come what is
it that detains them: It is time we should be on a certainty and know posi-
tively whether the libertys of America can be established and secured by
reconciliation, or whether we must totally renounce connection with Great
Britain and fight our way to a total independence.” 2

Doubts such as these, which the British might have relieved, lost the
conservatives their two-month fight in the committee of the whole. Men
of good will, lacking any reassurance from the mother country, began to
agree with Oliver Wolcott that “the ideal Phantom of Commissioners Come-
ing over to settle our Disputes has almost Vanished.” It seemed futile to
delay the opening of the ports any longer, and on April 6th Congress took
a seven-league stride toward independence with the resolution:

That any goods, wares, and merchandise, except such as are of the growth,
production or manufacture of, or brought from any country under the do-
minion of the King of Great Britain, and except East India Tea, may be im-
ported from any other parts of the world to the thirteen United Colonies, by
the inhabitants thereof, and by the people of all such countries as are not
subject to the said King. . . .20



Chapter 70

The Hour of Decision

N the anniversary of Lexington it could safely have been said that

there were no unalterable foes of independence left in the Conti-

nental Congress. One of the last had been Dr. Zubly, the studious Savannah

pastor, who noted in his diary the convictions which led to his resignation
at the end of 1775:

“I made it a point in every company to contradict and oppose every hint
of a desire of independence or of breaking our connection with Great
Britain. A separation from the Parent State I wd. dread as one of the greatest
evils and should it ever be proposed I would write pray and fight against it.
Some good men may desire it but good men do not always know what they
are about.”

Such conservatives as John Dickinson, James Wilson, Edward Rutledge
and Robert R. Livingston did not oppose independence and confederation
in principle. Their resistance was based largely on the premise that these
decisions were being crammed down the throats of an unready and unwilling
people. Jefferson conceded that all four opposition leaders argued as “friends
to the measures themselves, and saw the impossibility that we should ever
again be united with Great Britain, yet they were against adopting them
at this time.” 2

Other delegates of proved courage and patriotism, among them Robert
Morris, John Jay, George Read, James Duane and Benjamin Harrison, also
believed that independence was being advocated prematurely at America’s
peril. They agreed with Carter Braxton, who wrote to his friend Landon
Carter on April 14th that independence “is in truth a delusive Bait which
men inconsiderately catch at, without knowing the hook to which it is
affixed.

“It is an object to be wished for by every American,” he continued, “when

130
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it can be obtained with Safety and Honor. That this is not the moment I
will prove by Arguments that to me are decisive, and which exist with cer-
tainty. Your refined notion of our publick honor being engaged to await the
terms offered by [the British] Commissioners operates strongly with me and
many others and makes the first reason I would offer. My next is that
America is too defenceless a State for the declaration, having no alliance
with a naval Power nor as yet any Fleet of consequence of her own to protect
that trade which is so essential to the prosecution of the War, without which
I know we cannot go on much longer.”

Only a few months later the Virginia delegate signed the Declaration,
as did Morris, Wilson, Harrison, Read and Rutledge. But in April he spoke
for a decisive bloc in Congress when he declared that if independence “was
to be now asserted, the Continent would be torn in pieces by Intestine Wars
and Convulsions. Previous to Independence all disputes must be healed and
Harmony prevail. A grand Continental league must be formed and a super-
intending Power also. When these necessary steps are taken and I see a
Coalition formed sufficient to withstand the Power of Britain, or any other,
then I am for an independent State and all its consequences, as then I think
they will produce Happiness to America. It is a true saying of a Wit—We
must hang together or separately.” *

Congress had its stock jokes which improved with every telling, and hang-
ing was the favorite theme of 1776. Ben Harrison, ponderous of humor as
well as girth, chuckled that he had the advantage over pint-size Elbridge
Gerry, who would suffer longer on a British gallows. Such exchanges of
bravado were not without foundation. At this time the delegates had every
reason to believe that they would be punished for treason if the rebellion
failed. Already, as a foretaste of the wrath to come, the home of Josiah
Bartlett, the New Hampshire physician, had been burned by Tories while
he was serving in Congress. Before the war ended, more than half of the
members were fated to have their property looted or destroyed. Others were
to be imprisoned or driven into hiding by man hunts, and even their families
would not escape persecution. -

It took courage to debate independence at a moment when every delegate
knew that Great Britain was sending the largest armada of her history to
put down the rebellion. Yet there is no evidence that either the friends or
the foes of the measure were much influenced by thoughts of personal peril.
Just as Sam Adams defied the Tories to do their worst, John Dickinson did
not flinch when the hatred of the Pennsylvania Whigs threatened him with
disgrace if not violence.

Tt was a time for searching of hearts, and the answers were not always easy
or apparent. Even Patrick Henry, whose radicalism was above suspicion,
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found his part not quite so simple as choosing between liberty and death.
At the late date of May 7th the orator still had his doubts about independ-
ence, judging by these lines in a letter he received from General Charles Lee:

“The objection you made yesterday, if I understood you rightly, to an
immediate declaration . . . is the only tolerable one that I have yet heard.
You say, and with great justice, that we ought previously to have felt the
pulse of France and Spain. I more than believe, I am almost confident that it
has been done,” declared Lee, who liked to hint that he knew all the secrets
of the standing committees at Philadelphia.*

At least the pulse of America had been felt, and it did not beat so strongly
for independence as the radicals of Congress might have wished. On the
contrary, the delegates of six colonies—New York, New Jersey, Pennsyl-
vania, Delaware, Maryland and South Carolina—were still under instruc-
tions in the early spring of 1776 to vote against separation.

Until the beginning of the year it had been possible for Americans of
conflicting beliefs to dwell together in most communities without flying at
one another’s throats. The time had not yet come when a loyalist would be
defined as “a thing whose head is in England, and its body in America, and
its neck ought to be stretched.”

The loyalists themselves were largely to blame for the sudden change in
sentiment which caused them to be regarded as traitors rather than political
opponents. Not until January 2nd and March 14th did Congress urge that
they be disarmed, and both resolutions were passed as a result of Tory
uprisings in which American blood was shed by Americans.

Up to this time the policy of the loyalists had been negative, if indeed it
could be called a policy at all. The very conservatism which caused a man
to uphold the existing order was likely to make him a passive opponent of
revolt. He had only contempt in 1773 for the “noisy, blustering and bellow-
ing patriots” who organized the revolution so effectively with their com-
mittees of correspondence. In 1774 he was still looking down his nose at
the “pettyfogging lawyers, bankrupt shopkeepers and outlawed smugglers”
of the Continental Congress. Even as late as 1775, when that assembly
demonstrated that it could govern a people and direct a formidable war effort,
few loyalists had progressed any further than empty denunciation.

If there had been more Tory leaders with the spunk of Joseph Galloway,
who got himself elected to Congress in order to fight fire with fire, the story
of the American Revolution might have had a different ending. It is even
possible that the Pennsylvania lawyer might have won some measure of
Washington’s fame in the event of a British victory.

Certainly the loyalists did not lack courage or energy. They were willing,
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after it was too late, to make great personal sacrifices for the cause. It was
snobbishness—plain, unvarnished snobbishness—which too often stultified
their efforts. Since the last war a thriving commerce had been creating new
British fortunes as fast as an indulgent monarch could create new titles
and sinecures. The London of George III had become the center of a self-
conscious plutocracy, lacking in tradition, lacking often in education and
breeding, which supplied most of the governors and higher officials for the
colonies. These appointments were prized by recent arrivals among the
gentry and nobility, many of them making the awkward transition from a
family background of trade. In some provincial capital, be it ever so petty,
a royal governor could surround himself with his own retinue and live in
princely style. Lord Botetourt made an overwhelming entry into Williams-
burg in 1769 behind eight milk-white horses drawing a coach of state which
had been presented to him by a brother of George III. His opening of the
House of Burgesses was patterned after the ceremonial opening of Parlia-
ment by the king, and his entertainments reflected the glitter of court balls.
Yet Botetourt was one of the best of the royal governors, respected by such
Virginians as Jefferson and Washington. Most of the other governors
believed that a colony, like a business enterprise, ought to show a profit.
They gathered about them in every village capital a “herd of worthless
parasites” who depended on their patronage—professional men, trades-
men, mechanics and servants as well as officeholders. These groups formed
an American ruling class which became the backbone of the loyalist party
in 1776.

It would be difficult to single out an “average loyalist” among the thou-
sands of native Americans who upheld the king to the bitter end. There were
brilliant, self-made men who had overcome poverty—John McAdam, in-
ventor of the road-building process named after him; Benjamin Thompson,
the scientist, better known as Count Rumford. There were true patricians,
mellowed by time and tradition—William Byrd, the first gentleman of
Virginia; Lord Halifax, proprietor of a vast estate. There were lackeys and
hostlers, gentlemen and scholars, rascals and renegades. But if the loyalists
of America had any one thing in common, it was the fatal conviction of
superiority revealed by their writings. They candidly believed themselves
to be a cut above the patriotic “rabble,” despite a great deal of evidence to
the contrary. And it was this delusion which ended in one of the most tragic
chapters of history, comparable only to the expulsion of the Moors or the
migration of the Huguenots—the exile of a hundred thousand heartsick
Americans who left their own shores to begin a new life in Canada, England
or the West Indies.

Abigail Adams saw the first of these refugees take their departure. On a
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March day in 1776 she counted “upward of 170 sail” as the masts rose from
Boston harbor “like a forest.” These were the British vessels in which
hundreds of Americans sailed away to Nova Scotia with their household
goods—loyalists who believed, as one of them put it, that “neither Hell, Hull
nor Halifax can afford any worse shelter than Boston.” They remembered
only too well the petty persecutions inflicted on the Whig residents when
the British occupation seemed permanent. They could not forget that Old
South Church had been turned into a stable, and Deacon Hubbard's pew
used to build a pigsty. It had never occurred to them that Howe might be
driven out by a ragtag rebel host, and the shock was terrible. Washington,
who remained on friendly terms with several Tories throughout the war, had
no pity for the Boston outcasts.

“One or two have done,” he wrote, “what a great number ought to have
done long ago, committed suicide.”

In Virginia the influential Tory groups did little except frown and fume
until the time passed for political resistance. Then they completed their own
ruin by a premature resort to destruction and bloodshed. Lord Dunmore, the
successor of Botetourt, made his name odious by arming a few bewildered
slaves. On the first day of 1776, after taking refuge behind the guns of British
warships, he bombarded Norfolk and applied the torch to water-front
warehouses. The patriots retaliated by burning Tory dwellings, and as
Virginia’s largest town went up in flames the loyalist cause perished with it.

The following month North Carolina was lost to the Tories by another
bootless uprising which culminated in the first civil war combat of the
Revolution—the most important fight since Bunker Hill. Governor Josiah
Martin conceived the idea of raising a force to unite with the British land
and sea expedition being sent to the Carolinas under Sir Henry Clinton and
Sir Peter Parker. The colony’s strong loyalist faction included a settlement
of Scottish Highlanders who had fought for Prince Charles Edward in “the
Forty-Five” and found a refuge in the New World after their bloody defeat
at Culloden. Although they had little love for the British royal family, the
clansmen had still less for the rebels of North Carolina, many of whom were
recent Lowland or Scotch-Irish immigrants. Besides, as Governor Martin
pointedly reminded them, the Highlanders held their lands direct from
the crown.

Twelve hundred strong, they marched to the screaming of the bagpipes,
even though Admiral Parker’s fleet had been delayed by storms. At Moore’s
Creek, when a thousand rebels under Colonel Richard Caswell barred the
way on February 27th, the clansmen stormed across a narrow bridge with
two-handed claymores, only to be cut down by the cool fire of Scotch-Irish
woodsmen in hunting shirts. The action became another Culloden as the
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bright kilts of the slain filled the little stream, and hundreds of the survivors
were taken prisoners in a well-timed counterattack.

Moore’s Creek converted the colony to independence, just as the burning
of Norfolk made the rebels supreme in Virginia. Not only had the North
Carolina patriots won a decisive little victory; they proved that they knew
how to use it politically. For their enemies might have profited from a study
of the declaration issued by the provincial congress when the captive High-
landers were removed to other colonies for public safety:

We have their security in contemplation, not to make them miserable.
In our power, their errors claim our pity, their situation disarms our resent-
ment. We shall hail their reformation with increasing pleasure, and receive
them to us with open arms. . . . We war not with the helpless females which
they left behind them; we sympathize in their sorrow. They are the rightful
pensioners upon the charity and bounty of those who have aught to spare
from their own necessities to the relief of their indigent fellow creatures; to
such we recommend them.?

This proclamation, like most of the revolutionary documents, was obvi-
ously written with a view to propaganda values. But the clansmen actually
were treated less as enemies than as erring brethren with political souls worth
saving. Commissioners were appointed in six North Carolina counties to
protect the property of the captives and see that their families did not want.
Meanwhile their “reformation” was being earnestly sought not only by the
North Carolina assembly but also the Continental Congress, which appro-
priated funds for the purpose. Missionaries of the rebel cause were sent to
argue and plead with the beaten loyalists in the jails where they were
confined; and though some of the elders could not be converted, Moore’s
Creek became a memorable victory of persuasion as well as arms.

Such episodes can only seem quaint and old-fashioned in the twentieth
century, when trained German and Russian revolutionists have established
an abattoir technique of torture, slavery and mass murder. These methods
have even found apologists among present-day American observers—the
beneficiaries of the only great revolution of history which managed from
beginning to end to steer a middle course between anarchy and tyranny.
The rebels of 1776 did not subscribe to the doctrine that terrorism is neces-
sary and even desirable in the winning of great political reforms. They held
that conversion could accomplish more in the long run than coercion, and it
is worth repeating that the American Revolution achieved its main aims
without the execution of a single man for his beliefs.

There were excesses, it is true, even though the worst examples of 1776
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must seem mild in the present age. As the aggressors, the rebels were more
often guilty during the early years than the loyalists, but violence on both
sides was usually the result of passion rather than policy. At least the lawless-
ness stopped short of mass slaughter. Even the restrictions which most
annoyed the loyalists were regarded as necessary wartime safeguards; and
many Tory complaints of mob action had no justification except the fact that
the rebel committees of safety were not sanctioned by the king.

The contest for independence in the Continental Congress had arrived
at such a stalemate by the second quarter of 1776 that a bloody coup d'état
might have been expected by anyone familiar with the repetitions of history.
The hour would seem to have struck for the man on horseback, yet there is
no evidence that any such ambition was ever cherished by an American of
the day. On the contrary, Congress suffered from an obsession that another
Cromwell might be hiding under some member’s bed. The very name of
the Lord Protector and his New Model was enough to arouse a shudder,
and many blunders of the assembly can be charged to a fear of tyranny. The
delegates did not even trust themselves with enough power to transact
business with efficiency, preferring to limp along with the awkward system
of standing committees.

In the fifth month of 1776 the struggle for independence reached the
climax of an appeal to the people as the source of power. There was of course
no possibility of holding a popular referendum, but Congress put the
question squarely up to the provincial assemblies. Both the advocates and
the opponents of immediate independence were confident of being upheld,
and with “remarkable Unanimity” the resolution was adopted:

That it be recommended to the various assemblies and conventions of the
United Colonies, where no government sufficient to the exigencies of their
affairs hath been hitherto established, to adopt such government as shall, in
the opinion of the representatives of the people, best conduce to the happiness
and safety of their constituents in particular, and America in general.®

At a glance this resolution seems to be more or less a repetition of those
passed in November and December, when three colonies were advised to set
an example by forming their own governments. On May r1oth, however,
the intention was to clear the way for a decision as to independence, and
each of the opposing factions in Congress hoped to influence that verdict by
the phrasing of the preamble.

Earlier in the week the radicals had won a minor victory when Wash-
ington asked for instructions in the event that British peace commissioners

should land in Boston. On May 6th it was resolved “that Congress suppose,
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if commissioners are intended to be sent from Great Britain to treat of peace,
that the practice usual in such cases will be observed, by making previous
application for the necessary passports or safe conduct, and -on such appli-
cation being made, Congress will then direct the proper measures for the
reception of such commissioners.”

This would not appear to be a controversial issue, but John Adams accused
his opponents of an attempt to deceive the people and “turn their heads and
thoughts from independence. They endeavored to insert in the resolution
ideas of reconciliation; we carried our point for inserting peace. They wanted
powers to be given to the General to receive the commissioners in ceremony;
we ordered nothing to be done till we were solicited for passports. Upon
the whole, we avoided the snare . . . but it will never be known how much
labor it cost us to accomplish it.” 8

More travail awaited when the preamble to the resolution of May 10th
was submitted. The debate raged for four days, with Duane and Wilson
bearing the brunt of the opposition to Adams and Lee. Congress, said Duane,
had no right to suggest that the colonies set up governments hostile to Great
Britain. “Why all this haste?” he inquired; “why this urging? why this
driving?” And Wilson asked the rhetorical question, “Before we are prepared
to build the new house, why should we pull down the old one, and expose
ourselves to the inclemencies of the season?”

On the r5th, after being hotly contested phrase by phrase, a preamble
representing a radical victory was approved. It began with the customary
recital of grievances against Great Britain, charging that

the whole force of that kingdom, aided by foreign mercenaries, is to be exerted
for the destruction of the good people of these colonies.

And whereas, it appears absolutely irreconcilable to reason and good con-
science, for the people of these colonies now to take the oaths and affirmations
necessary for the support of any government under the crown of Great Britain,
and it is necessary that the exercise of every kind of authority under the said
crown should be totally suppressed, and all the powers of government exerted,
under the authority of the people of the colonies, for the preservation of in-
ternal peace, virtue, and good order, as well as for the defense of their lives,
liberties and properties, against the hostile invasions and cruel depredations
of their enemies; therefore, resolved . . .?

This preamble struck Duane as “a machine for the fabrication of inde-
pendence.” John Adams replied with a smile that he “thought it was inde-
pendence itself, but we must have it with more formality yet.” 2

The Massachusetts delegate termed it “the most important resolution that
was ever taken in America” in a letter to James Warren. He wrote to Abigail
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that “Great Britain has at last driven America to the last step, a complete
separation from her; a total absolute independence, not only of her Parlia-
ment, but of her crown, for such is the amount of the resolve of the 15th.” 2

The conservatives charged that King Congress was pushing the colonies
into danger with tyrannical haste. As usual, however, the politicians of the
assembly had a sensitive ear to the ground. Far from outdistancing popular
opinion, Congress was now plodding a step or two behind. The preamble of
May 15th, according to Braxton, passed by the narrow margin of six votes to
four; and yet eight colonies had indicated by this date—half of them within
the last few weeks—that they would join a majority in support of inde-
pendence.

There had never for a moment been the slightest doubt about the four
New England colonies. North Carolina needed only the Moore’s Creek
uprising as an incentive, and in April the provincial congress empowered
the delegates at Philadelphia “to concur with the delegates of the other
Colonies in declaring Independency and forming foreign alliances.”

That same month the South Carolina assembly authorized its delegates
to vote with the majority on any measure judged “necessary for the defence,
security, or welfare of this colony in particular, and of America in general.”

Before the end of April a new temporary constitution was adopted in
Georgia. The following month Lyman Hall and Button Gwinnett, arriving
to take their seats in Congress, brought a letter instructing the colony’s
delegates to exercise their own discretion in regard to independence.

This left only Virginia in the South, and since the burning of Norfolk
that colony had been marching in the vanguard with Massachusetts. On the
very day that saw the approval of the preamble, the Virginia convention
voted unanimously that its delegates in Congress “be instructed to propose
to that respectable body to declare the united Colonies free and independent
States, absolved from all allegiance to, or dependence upon, the Crown or
Parliament of Great Britain.”

John Adams exulted in a letter of May 20th: “Every post and every Day
rolls in upon Us, Independence like a Torrent. . . . Here are four colonies
to the Southward who are perfectly agreed now with the four to the North-
ward. Five in the middle are not quite so ripe; but they are very near to it.” 12

His colleague Elbridge Gerry declared “that the eyes of every unbeliever
are now open; that all are sensible of the perfidy of Great Britain, and are
convinced that there is no medium between unqualified submission and
actual independency. . . . A final declaration is approaching with great
rapidity.” **
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Despite the optimism of the Massachusetts members, much spadework
remained to be done in the southern as well as middle colonies before the
dammed torrent of independence could flow freely. On the very day when
Virginia advocated separation, the Maryland convention resolved without
a dissenting vote:

That as this Convention is firmly persuaded that a reunion with Great
Britain on constitutional principles would most effectually secure the rights
and liberties, and increase the strength and promote the happiness of the
whole empire, objects which this Province has ever had in view, the said
Deputies are bound and directed to govern themselves by the instructions
given to them by this Convention in its session in December last. . . .

Nor were the delegates of the other four middle colonies at liberty to vote
for separation at this time, whatever their personal convictions might be.
Even among the radicals of Congress there was some difference of opinion.
The New Englanders, generally speaking, left no doubt that they aspired
to independence as an end in itself. Richard Henry Lee, for his part,
regarded independence as a means toward the securing of foreign alliances.
His colleague Thomas Jefferson, back in Congress after an absence of four
and a half months, agreed that this prospect offered the only hope of import-
ing essential supplies. But he feared that “several colonies, and some of them
weighty, are not yet quite ripe.”

In his old age John Adams recalled that the advocates of separation “could
only now and then catch a transient glimpse of the promised land.” These
bright visions were obscured on May 18th by dark news from that region
which Congress hoped would become the fourteenth state. “This day,”
Adams wrote to James Warren, “has brought us the Dismals from Canada—
Defeated most ignominiously. Where shall we lay the blame?”

Any candid answer to this query would have indicated the door of the
State House in Philadelphia. From first to last the invasion of Canada had
been managed—or rather mismanaged—from the floor of Congress. A suc-
cinct summary of the consequences was contained in a letter written from

the Onion River by one Colonel Wait:

The Northern Army has been treated with the most cruel neglect or we
might have been in possession of Quebeck. Sir, when I arrived here, I found
Generals without men, and a small Artillery without supplies, and Com-
missaries without provisions, Paymasters without money, and Quartermasters
without stores, and Physicians without medicine, and the small-pox very rife
in our Army, which has been our destruction.?*
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After the repulse at Quebec the remnants of the battered little American
force made a pretense of blockading the fortress. A smallpox epidemic
became the last straw for discouraged troops who had endured a northern
winter without adequate clothing or supplies. General Arnold left the army
in April, and the following month the retreat might have been described as
a rout.

The thirteen colonies themselves must soon prepare to resist a great
British armada, and recent information had confirmed the rumors that
German mercenaries would be employed. The British Ministry had first
attempted to hire the Russian veterans who won Suvarov his first renown in
bloody victories over the Turks. Catherine the Great refused bluntly, though
she had no sympathy with Americans seeking to overthrow the sacred
institution of monarchy. Finally the ministers of George III contracted for
“German boars and vassals,” as Burke scornfully put it. Altogether, during
the course of the war, these mercenaries amounted to a total of 29,875 troops
from six German principalities:

Anhalt-Zerbst, 1,160; Anspach-Bayreuth, 2,353; Brunswick, 5,723; Hesse-
Cassel, 16,992; Hesse-Hanau, 2,492; Waldeck, 1,225.%%

The Americans of 1776 were well aware that European nations thought
nothing of hiring soldiers to supplement their own relatively small standing
armies. At the outset of the last war England had even employed Germans
for home defense until Pitt shamed his countrymen into volunteering. Still,
the American Revolution up to this point had been strictly a family quarrel,
not a foreign conflict. The idea of employing aliens to scourge one’s own
flesh and blood was repugnant to many Englishmen as well as Americans;
and the propagandists of the Continental Congress made the best of an
opportunity to shape world opinion.

England was particularly vulnerable at this time, having given the other
European powers cause for jealousy and suspicion by her victories in the
last war. The employment of German mercenaries might have been over-
looked by nations tarred with the same brush; but there was also reason to
suspect the British and Tories of preliminary efforts to arouse the Cherokees.
And whilg it might be considered legitimate warfare to employ savages as
auxiliaries under military discipline, a century of border strife had proved
that Indians on the warpath could not be restrained from massacres of
women and children.

A consistent policy of neutrality had been urged upon all tribes by the
Continental Congress, even to the extent of appropriating funds for presents
and bribes. Indian chiefs were brought to Philadelphia on several occasions
for entertainment, and Joseph Hewes wrote to a friend on May 26th that
“a deputation of the Six Nations . . . are to have an audience of Congress
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to-morrow, previous to which the city battallions are to be drawn out and
reviewed by the Generals, in order to give these savages some idea of our
strength and importance.” 16

The visiting redskins may have had similar ideas in mind, for Caesar
Rodney noted three days later that “21 Indians of the Six Nations gave
Congress a war dance yesterday.”

Long experience had taught Americans that few Indians had any worth
in civilized warfare save as scouts or woodsmen. But the menace of the
tomahawk and scalping knife could terrorize the frontier, and hundreds of
militiamen would be needed for defense. The Hessians, as all German
mercenaries soon came to be called, represented a more formidable threat.
Only thirteen years had passed since the victories which brought fame to
Frederick the Great; and German troops trained according to his methods
were reputed to be the world’s best soldiers.

In an age of precise linear tactics, three to five years of intensive drill were
held necessary to turn out a fit human instrument of battle. With all manu-
factures depending on hand labor, every item of a soldier’s arms and equip-
ment had an importance that is hard to realize in a day of mass production.
The year 1776, in short, was one of the least propitious moments of history
for rebels without armies and arsenals to challenge the world’s greatest
empire. The odds would have been stiff enough if the colonies had been
threatened with the British army and navy alone, but the prospect of German
hirelings in large numbers was dismaying.

Still, there was no flinching on the part of delegates who had every reason
to believe that they were putting their heads in a noose. The financial
problems had been discussed the first week in May, when Congress decided
that ten million dollars would be needed for the current year. Half the
amount was voted immediately, but it could hardly have been anticipated
that the treasury would be as bare as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard in a little
more than two months.

The military problems came up for consideration the last week of the
month, when Congress summoned General Washington to Philadelphia.
A committee of fourteen members was appointed—two from Virginia and
one from each of the other states—to confer with the commander and plan
the strategy of the forthcoming campaign.

The news from Canada continued to be depressing; and Franklin, Chase
and Carroll returned early in June from their mission with firsthand accounts
of “shocking mismanagement.” President Hancock reported to Washington
that “our army in that quarter is almost ruined for Want of Discipline, and
every Thing else necessary to constitute an Army, or to keep Troops
together.” 27
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The more candid members of Congress must have confessed to them-
selves that America’s military resources of the first year had been largely
frittered away in Canada—men, money and supplies needed so urgently in
the spring of 1776 to defend the colonies themselves against the British
invasion. There was not even the consolation that the northern campaign
might serve as a diversion to draw off large enemy forces for the defense of
Quebec. The American remnants were too weak even for this purpose; and
it was already a probability that a second British invasion might be expected
from the north before the end of the summer.

But Congress did not despair. The committee which conferred with
Washington agreed that 6,000 militia must be sent as reinforcements to
Canada while 13,000 were being raised for duty at New York. It was also
decided to establish a flying camp of 10,000 militia, though Joseph Hewes
appeared to have his doubts. In a letter he commented: “We resolve to raise
regiments, resolve to make Cannon, resolve to make and import muskets,
powder and cloathing, but it is a melancholly fact that near half of our men,
Cannon, Muskets, powder, cloathes, etc., is to be found nowhere but on
paper.” Nevertheless, the North Carolina member was probably speaking
for most of his fellow delegates when he added, “We are not discouraged
at this,; if our situation was ten times worse I could not agree to give up our
cause.” 1



Chapter 77

From This Time Forward

O N the morning of June 7th, a tall, spare Virginian got to his feet to

offer a resolution. It is a safe guess that a taut hush fell over Con-
gress, for every delegate knew that the great issue was at last up for decision.
The evening before, Sam Adams had written to Massachusetts that “tomor-
row a Motion will be made, and a Question I hope decided, the most
important that was ever agitated in America.”

It was no secret why the radical faction had chosen Richard Henry Lee
to present the resolution. Virginia had been boldest of all in demanding
independence, and good political strategy made it desirable to have a
Southerner as spokeman. Nobody had the confidence of the Yankee mem-
bers to a greater extent than this wealthy planter, educated in England.
As the closest friend of Sam Adams in Congress, he was accused by some of
his constituents of representing Massachusetts rather than his own colony.

The resolution of the Virginia Convention on May 15th, calling for
independence, had been tabled by general agreement until Congress could
prepare to resist the British invasion. Inconsistent as it may seem, the mem-
bers opposed to independence did not lag behind the warmest advocates
when it came to approving warlike measures. Months before, when reminded
that the American coastline was exposed to British naval attack, John
Dickinson made the defiant reply which has been used as a quotation on
the title page of this section: “Our towns may be destroyed, but they will
grow again. We compare them not with our rights and liberties.” *

Any prospect of commissioners being sent from England to offer accept-
able terms had come to be regarded as a pipedream even by delegates who
still hoped for an eleventh-hour compromise. They would doubtless have
been astonished to know that on May 6th the king actually had placed his
seal on the appointment of Lord Howe and his brother Sir William as

143
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“Commissioners for restoring peace to his Majesty’s Colonies and Plantations
in North America, and for granting pardons to such of his Majesty’s subjects
there, now in rebellion, as shall deserve the Royal mercy.”

The news of this boon, which reached America after independence had
been declared, would have aided the king’s cause immeasurably a few
months earlier. But even if there had been no such delay, the friends of
reconciliation might have deplored the appointment as peace commissioners
of the admiral and general commanding the British expeditionary force.
Such lapses in political tact caused Edmund Burke to declare that the
ministers of George III “never had any kind of system, right or wrong; but
only invented some miserable tale for the day, in order meanly to sneak out
of difficulties into which they had proudly strutted.”?

Unhappily for such great Englishmen as Burke and Pitt, most of the
members of Congress were ready to agree with John Adams that “this story
of commissioners is as arrant an illusion as ever was hatched in the brain of
an enthusiast, a politician, or a maniac.” Reports of British military prepara-
tions had reached America first, causing Richard Henry Lee to write on
June 2nd to Landon Carter: “The infamous treaties with Hesse, Brunswick
etc. of which we have authentic copies and the Ministerial reply to Graftons
motion leaves not a doubt but that our enemies are determined upon the
absolute conquest and subduction of IN. America. It is not choice then but
necessity that calls for Independence, as the only means by which foreign
Alliances can be obtained; and a proper Confederation by which internal
peace and union may be secured.”

This was the creed of the radicals of Congress on that Friday morning
five days later when Lee offered his resolution:

That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and inde-
pendent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown,
and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain
is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.

That it is expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for
forming foreign Alliances.

That a plan of confederation be prepared and transmitted to the respective
Colonies for their consideration and approbation.

The fame won by the first of these three propositions has obscured the fact
that Lee himself considered it a steppingstone to the other two. Even John
Adams, whose eyes were fixed on independence with the fierce concentra-
tion of a fighter, wrote to Patrick Henry on June 3rd “that the natural
course of things was this; for every colony to institute a government; for all
the colonies to confederate, and define the limits of the continental Consti-
tution; then to declare the colonies a sovereign state, or a number of con-
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federated states; and last of all, to form treaties with foreign powers. But I
fear we cannot proceed systematically,” he added, “and that we shall be
obliged to declare ourselves independent States, before we confederate, and
indeed before all the colonies have established their governments.” *

On June 7th the consideration of Lee’s resolution was put off until the
following morning. Congress then resolved itself into a committee of the
whole and the two factions had it out, hammer and tongs, until seven that
evening. A few hours later Ned Rutledge wrote to his friend John Jay
(then surveying the political landscape in New York) a letter worth quoting
at length for its presentation of the conservative viewpoint.

The South Carolina delegate reported that “the whole Argument was
sustained on one side by R. Livingston, Wilson, Dickinson and myself, and
by the power of all N. England, Virginia and Georgia at the other.” He
insisted that “the sensible part of the House opposed the Motion—they had
no objection to forming a Scheme of a Treaty which they would send to
France by proper Persons, and uniting this Continent by a Confederacy; they
saw no Wisdom in a Declaration of Independence, nor any other Purpose
to be enforced by it, but placing ourselves in the Power of those with whom
we mean to treat, giving our Enemy notice of our Intentions before we had
taken any steps to execute them and thereby enabling them to counteract
us in our Intentions and rendering ourselves ridiculous in the Eyes of foreign
powers by attempting to bring them into a Union with us before we had
united with each other. For daily experience evinces that the Inhabitants of
every Colony consider themselves at liberty to do as they please upon almost
every occasion.”

Young Rutledge concluded, not without prejudice, that “a Man must
have the Impudence of a New Englander to propose in our present dis-
jointed state any Treaty Chonourable to us) to a Nation now at peace. No
reason could be assigned for pressing us into this Measure, but the reason of
every Madman, a shew of our spirit.” ®

On Monday, the 10th, when the question came up again in the committee
of the whole, the conservatives felt that they had won a preliminary victory
by passing a resolution to have the decision postponed until the first day of
July. Their opponents, however, managed to include a provision that a com-
mittee be appointed to prepare a declaration of independence “in the mean
while, that no time be lost, in case the Congress agree” to Lee’s resolution.®

ohn Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Robert R. Livingston
and Roger Shermaniwere elected next day to the committee for drawing up
a document which might never be approved. Adams was not fond of
playing second fiddle, and in a letter of 1822 he claimed the credit for
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Jefferson’s nomination as author. The Virginia member had been absent
most of the year from Congress; and it could not be forgotten that his last
attempt at writing a political address (the Declaration on Taking Arms of
July, 1775) had been so weak that Congress turned the job over to Dickin-
son. According to Adams, he pointed out his own unworthiness to draft the
Declaration of Independence as compared to Jefferson. “I am obnoxious,
suspected, and unpopular. You are very much otherwise.” As a clinching
argument, Adams recalled that he said, “You can write ten times better than
I can..””

Such an outburst of unwonted modesty would be enough to hint that
Adams’ memory had tricked him nearly half a century later. There is better
evidence that Jefferson was chosen as a result of a political deal made “out
of doors.” In fact, Adams himself recorded in his Autobiography that
“Jefferson was chairman, because he had most votes; and he had most votes
because we united in him to the exclusion of R. H. Lee, and to keep out
Harrison.” ® .

Virginia had to be represented on the committee; but Lee was distrusted
because he had been too thick with Sam Adams, while both Harrison and
Braxton were considered reactionaries. Jefferson seemed a safe even if unex-
citing choice—a retiring member, silent in debate, who had a scholarly repu-
tation in Congress. Among the other traits which stamped him as being
just a little odd, this bookworm liked to be alone in an age which did not
esteem privacy. For 35 shillings a week—twice as much rent as a majority
of the delegates paid—he had a suite in the new brick home of a young
German bricklayer named Graaf. The house itself, one of a scattered few on
the south side of Market Street between Seventh and Eighth, seemed to
have withdrawn for privacy. There in his second-floor parlor, with a bed-
room adjoining, the tall, redheaded Virginian composed the Declaration of
Independence while taking his meals at a tavern where he shared a table
with several colleagues.

After the debate of June 1oth there is no mention of independence in the
pages of the Journals for three weeks. Even the private letters of members
do not refer to it as often as might be supposed. On the 12th, however, two
closely related projects, regarded by some delegates as being more important
to America’s future, were given an impetus by the resolutions:

That the committee to prepare and digest the form of a confederation, to
be entered into between these Colonies, consist of a member from each Colony.
The members appointed, Mr. Bartlett, Mr. S. Adams, Mr. Hopkins, Mr.
Sherman, Mr. R. R. Livingston, Mr. Dickinson, Mr. McKean, Mr. Stone,
Mr. Nelson, Mr. Hewes, Mr. E. Rutledge and Mr. Gwinnett.

That the committee to prepare 2 plan of treaties to be proposed to foreign
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powers consist of five. The members chosen, Mr. Dickinson, Mr. Franklin,
Mr. J. Adams, Mr. Harrison and Mr. R. Morris.?

On this same busy Wednesday the assembly prescribed strong medicine
for military ills, as revealed by the Canadian campaign, when it was resolved
“that a committee of Congress be appointed, by the name of a board of war
and ordnance, to consist of five members. . . .” John Adams, Edward
Rutledge, Sherman, Harrison and Wilson were chosen, being authorized to
hire a secretary and clerk.

This was one of the most ambitious attempts to delegate authority to
committees of members, though experience had already taught the faults
of such a system. Robert Morris, the Philadelphia merchant who had
recently taken his seat, was enough of a businessman to perceive that
Congress must eventually employ responsible specialists as the heads of
departments. Meanwhile, throughout the next critical year, the Board of
War and Ordnance can at least be credited with becoming one of the busiest
and most energetic of the standing committees.

The news from Canada had been so grievous that Congress, in the manner
of all legislatures, sought a scapegoat. The most logical victim was General
David Wooster, whose recall in disgrace offered the further advantage of
being a slap at the New England members. The 62-year-old Connecticut
veteran, a hero of the last war, was cleared two months later of charges of
incompetency and timidity. It came as a further reproach to Congress the
following year when Wooster was killed in action at the head of his troops.

So far the assembly had tied the hands of every general in Canada, but on
June 17th there seems to have been a change of policy. Horatio Gates was
appointed to that thankless command with “the powers of a Roman dictator,”
as Chase phrased it in a letter. John Adams wrote to Gates in a similar tone:
“We have ordered you to the Post of Honour, and made you Dictator in
Canada for Six Months, or at least untill the first of October.” Here the
Braintree lawyer may have felt that he was being reckless, for he ended on
a grimly playful note: “We don’t choose to trust you Generals with too much
Power, for too long Time.” 2

A glance at the resolution itself does not reveal that Congress had gone
any further than relinquishing a few of the powers it had been unwisely
trying to retain at long distance. Gates, far from being created into a dictator,
was merely given the authority to appoint or fire his own subordinates with-
out the meddling of legislators.

Naval affairs should have put Congress in a better mood, for the newly
created little fleet won a triumph that week which remains one of the few
humorous episodes in the chronicles of war. Sir William Howe's departure



148 THE RELUCTANT REBELS

from Boston had been so hasty that three British transports bringing the
71st Regiment of Highlanders were not warned. They reached the Massa-
chusetts port after a long voyage only to be captured with all on board by
Captain Nicholas Biddle of the Andrea Doria and Captain Seth Harding of
the Defence.

Luck had favored the rebel cause, but Congress promptly demonstrated
that it knew how to use such fabulous good fortune. The six hundred kilted
warriors were divided among several colonies with a view to indoctrinating
the captives. In a letter of June 29th Richard Henry Lee commented that
“the 217 that have fallen to our share are distributed thro’ this Colony, a
few in each County, and permitted to hire themselves out to labour, thus
to become the Citizens of America instead of its enemies.” **

In the same evangelical spirit Congress cast its net for the political souls
of the German hirelings before they ever reached these shores. The very
day that copies of the treaties were received, a committee of five was
appointed “to prepare an address to the foreign mercenaries who are coming
to invade America.”

It seems a sharp departure from the wise statecraft of such measures to
one of those long-drawn sectional feuds in which the petty spite of the
motives only added to the fury. This squabble began on June 14th, when
President Hancock summoned Commodote Esek Hopkins to Philadelphia
for questioning:

Notwithstanding the repeated Efforts and Solicitations of the Marine Board
to put the Continental Ships upon a respectable Footing, and to have them
employed in the Service for which they were originally designed, they are
constrained to say that their Efforts and Solicitations have been frustrated
and neglected in a Manner unaccountable to them; and in Support of their
own Reputation they have been under the Necessity of representing the State
of their Navy or Congress, and have informed them that there has been a
great Neglect in the Execution of their Orders. . . .12

Of course, it was the right and duty of Congress to inquire into derelictions
of duty. But there is good evidence to support the charge of the New
England members that Hopkins was being pilloried rather than investigated.
John Adams, no man to pardon military inefficiency, concluded after the
hearing before the marine committee in August that the Rhode Island officer
“had done a great service and made an important beginning of naval opera-
tions. . . . It appeared to me that the Commodore was pursued and perse-
cuted by that anti-New-England spirit which haunted Congress in many
other of their proceedings. . . . I saw nothing in the conduct of Hopkins
which indicated corruption or want of integrity.” 12
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It is needless to add that the New England members were fully capable
of holding their own or taking the aggressive in these disputes. The Hopkins
affair dragged on for another year before the assembly dismissed him. But
it was seldom throughout the proceedings of the Continental Congress that
a similar quarrel was not being waged by bitter cliques. For factionalism
might be described as an age-old occupational disease of all parliaments—
a penalty that must be paid, as long as men are not divine, for the decencies
of representative government.

During these three weeks when Congress seemed to have forgotten inde-
pendence, the issue was never more alive. In fact, it was largely decided in
the State House yard before ever coming up for formal debate on the first
day of July.

Both sides realized that the ultimate decision lay with the colonies them-
selves. Hence the opponents of independence in Congress were striving for
a negative victory with all the delaying tactics at their command. Dickinson
and his supporters, according to Jefferson, argued that the middle colonies
“had not yet accommodated their minds to a separation from the mother
country.” But it was conceded “that they were fast ripening, and, in a short
time, would join in the general voice of America.” When that hour struck,
the conservatives of Congress intimated that they too would be ready for
independence.

The advocates, reported Jefferson, made a great deal of the admitted fact
“that no gentleman had argued against the right of separation from Great
Britain, nor had supposed it possible we should ever renew our connection;
but they had only opposed its being now declared.” And since the two
factions of Congress differed only as to when a declaration should come,
Adams and Lee and Wythe urged that “we should declare a fact which
already exists. . . . That it would be vain to wait either weeks or months
for perfect unanimity, since it was impossible that all men should ever
become of one sentiment on any question. . . . That a declaration of Inde-
pendence alone could render it consistent with European delicacy, for
European powers to treat with us. . . . That it is necessary to lose no time
in opening a trade for our people.” 3¢

Such premises, set down at length by Jefferson in his Autobiography
from notes made at the time, were the window dressing of the contest. But
both sides knew very well that the issue would actually be decided by the
give-and-take of practical politics. Not theories but hard political facts would
be the weapons of the fight behind the scenes.

In June, 1776, it might truthfully have been said, “As Pennsylvania goes,
so goes the nation.” Without concerning themselves too much about ethics,
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the delegates of other colonies did not hesitate to dabble in the troubled
waters of Pennsylvania politics. “Since my first arrival in this city,” confessed
Elbridge Gerry in a letter to James Warren, “the New England delegates
have been in a continual war with the advocates of proprietary interest in
Congress and this Colony. . . .”*®

The result was a revolution within a revolution which at times boiled up
almost to the point of violence. Sam Adams, an old hand at this sort of thing,
was accused of trying to incite riots in Philadelphia. Greater results were
accomplished for the radical cause by the influence of Dr. Franklin, then
recuperating at his home from the Canadian mission.

For many years the colony had been the preserve of a compact governing
class made up of proprietary, Quaker and German interests. The large
Scotch-Irish population, solid for the rebel cause, had virtually no repre-
sentation in a legislature which also took a dim view of the city workmen
and petty tradesmen. On June 8th the Assembly, meeting in its own room
of the State House, made a first concession. New instructions were adopted
which wiped out the restrictions against the delegates in Congress voting for
independence, though still not authorizing them to take such a step.

If the legislators fancied that they had found a safe position by straddling
the fence, they were speedily disillusioned. The Pennsylvania radicals called
a mass meeting and set up a revolutionary body of their own, known as the
Provincial Conference, which seized control of the colonial government
with the claim of representing the will of the people. On June 24th this
Conference unanimously passed a declaration urging the delegates in Con-
gress to concur with other colonies in voting for independence. Meanwhile
the old Assembly was being virtually superseded as the county committees
demanded a constitutional convention in July.

Delaware, the tail of the Pennsylvania kite, lost no time at passing similar
instructions for its delegates in Congress. The House of Assembly also set
aside the royal authority in a measure aiming toward establishing a colonial
authority.

On June 15th the Provincial Congress of New Jersey ordered the arrest
of William Franklin, the royal governor. Dr. Franklin had long ago given up
any hope of converting his illegitimate son to his own political views. At the
age of 45 William Franklin shared the leadership of the loyalist cause with
Galloway, and after two years of confinement in rebel jails he became an
exile in England. The long estrangement between father and son lasted
until 1784, when they were reconciled to the extent of exchanging letters.

The New Jersey legislators did more than authorize their delegates in Con-
gress to vote for independence; they made certain on June 21st by appointing
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new men whose radical views could not be doubted—Abraham Clark, John
Hart, Richard Stockton, Francis Hopkinson and Dr. John Witherspoon.

New York’s delegates at Philadelphia were anxiously awaiting instruc-
tions from home, having sent an express early in the month. This left among
the middle colonies only Maryland, which already had a reputation as the
most perverse of the thirteen wayward sisters—“so eccentric a Colony,”
grumbled John Adams, “sometimes so hot, sometimes so cold, now so high,
then so low, that I know not what to say about it or to expect from it. I have
often wished it could exchange places with Hallifax. When they get agoing
I expect some wild extravagant Flight or other from it.”

It was a scandal to prim patriots that Maryland could flirt so archly with
the rebel cause before she divorced the royal governor, Sir Robert Eden.
But the American Revolution might never have occurred in the first place
if other British officeholders had been as able as this last representative of
the crown in America. Liked by Whigs as well as Tories, he was permitted
to remain until the very eve of the Declaration and sail for England in an
atmosphere of mutual regrets.

The winning of Maryland to independence can still teach a lesson in ap-
plied politics. Samuel Chase and Charles Carroll of Carrollton, after their
return from Canada, got down to the grassroots and rolled up a popular ma-
jority which overcame Tory wealth and influence. “I have appealed in
writing to the people,” Chase reported to John Adams in a letter of June
21st. “County after county is instructing.” A week later, barely two days
before the issue came up in Congress, the burly Annapolis lawyer sent a
message of victory: “Fryday Evening at g o’Clock. I am this Moment from
the House to procure an Express to follow the Post with an Unan: Vote of
our Convention for Independence etc. etc.—see the glorious effects of County
Instructions—our people have fire if not smothered.” *¢

Feeling ran high these days in many communities of the middle colonies.
Tories were coming to be regarded less as political opponents and more as
incipient traitors who had sacrificed any claim to the protection of rights and
property. Yet there was astonishingly little disorder; and it is a glorious page
in the annals of the Continental Congress which records the appeal of June
18th, calling for law-abiding moderation at the very peak of the crisis:

Resolved, That no man in these colonies, charged with being a tory, or
unfriendly to the cause of American liberty, be injured in his person or his
property, or in any manner whatever disturbed, unless the proceeding against
him be founded on an order of this Congress, or the Assembly, convention,
council or committee of safety of the colony, or committee of inspection and
observation, of the district wherein he resides; provided, that this resolution
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shall not prevent the apprehending of any person found in the commission of
some act destructive of American liberty, or justly suspected of a design to
commit such act, and intending to escape, and bringing such person before
proper authorities for examination and trial.2”

This resolution, ordered to be published in the Pennsylvania Gazette the
next day, is worthy of being regarded as one of the memorable decisions of
the Continental Congress. For the delegates who passed the measure knew
that Tories were already arming here and there with a view to aiding the
invaders of America.

When the debate opened on Monday, July 1st, both sides took it for
granted that the question had been pretty well decided in advance. Mary-
land’s resolution arrived that very morning; and the four New England
colonies, never for an instant in doubt, had signified their approval of in-
dependence. The New York members, still awaiting instructions from a new
convention called in that province, indicated that they would vote neither
aye nor no. This neutral stand left twelve colonies to be claimed by the ad-
vocates of separation, who were due for a shock when the question came up
for decision.

Oratory was held in low esteem by the gentlemen in cocked hats and
white silk stockings who gathered that hot summer morning at the State
House. Most of them agreed with John Adams that “eloquence in public
assemblies is not the surest road to fame or preferment, at least, unless it be
used with caution, very rarely, and with great reserve. The examples of
Washington, Franklin, and Jefferson, are enough to show that silence and
reserve in public, are more efficacious than argumentation or oratory. . . .
Few persons can bear to be outdone in reasoning or declamation or wit or
sarcasm or repartee or satire, and all these things are very apt to grow
out of public debate. In this way, in a course of years, a nation becomes full
of 2 man’s enemies, or at least, of such as have been galled in some contro-
versy, and take a secret pleasure in assisting to humble and mortify him.” 18

The floor leaders of the two factions addressed Congress on July 1st in
the manner of lawyers summing up the cases for the prosecution and de-
fense. Adams conceded in his Autobiography that John Dickinson, as be-
fitted the master of Fairhill with its green acres and fine private library, was
a worthy opponent:

“He had prepared himself apparently with great labor and ardent zeal,
and in a speech of great length, and with all his eloquence, he combined
together all that had before been written in pamphlets and newspapers, and
all that had from time to time been said in Congress by himself and others.
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He conducted the debate not only with great ingenuity and eloquence, but
with equal politeness and candor, and was answered in the same spirit.” *

Aggressiveness was John Adams’ forte. The Massachusetts gamecock be-
lieved so wholeheartedly in his cause that he could not find enough superla-
tives in praise. “Objects of the most stupendous magnitude, and measures in
which the lives and liberties of millions yet unborn are intimately inter-
ested,” he had recently written to William Cushing, “are now before us.
We are in the very midst of a revolution, the most complete, unexpected, and
remarkable, of any in the history of nations.”

By all accounts the debate of July 1st lasted the entire day. Adams had
finished his speech in reply to Dickinson when the recently elected dele-
gates from New Jersey entered. Hopkinson, Stockton and Dr. Witherspoon
asked that the arguments be repeated, and after a show of reluctance the
radical spokesman covered the ground again “till at length the Jersey gen-
tlemen said they were fully satisfied and ready for the question.”

As early as nine o’clock a thermometer just purchased by Thomas Jefferson
registered 81Y2 degrees, and most of the delegates must have grown drowsy
when not stung into irritability by the horseflies coming through the open
windows. The speeches could hardly have made them forget the heat, for
Adams admitted that evening in a disgruntled letter to Samuel Chase that
“nothing was said but what had been repeated and hackneyed in that room
before a hundred times for six months past.”

Probably the vote brought the only surprise of the day. For it seems to
have been an unexpected blow to the radical faction when Pennsylvania
and South Carolina decided in the negative, while Delaware’s two votes
canceled each other.

The delegates from these colonies had interpreted their instructions to
mean that they were free to record individual convictions. Edward Rutledge
asked that the final determination be put off until the next day, and the
radicals took encouragement from his hint that the South Carolina members
might then concur for the sake of unanimity. Thomas McKean had mean-
while sent an express to summon his colleague Caesar Rodney, hoping that
the two of them could swing Delaware to the affirmative side in spite of
George Read’s stubborn negative.

Accounts as to what took place on the and and 4th of July are meager
when not confused and contradictory. This is not surprising when it is con-
sidered that the main actors of the drama waited until the next century
before ransacking their memories. Only a few of the participants were left
alive by that time, and historians have had to depend largely on the recol-
lections of Adams, McKean and Jefferson.
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At least it seems certain that Congress formed itself again into a committee
of the whole on Tuesday, and this time independence passed “without one
dissenting vote,” according to both John Adams and Henry Wisner. They
meant, of course, that twelve of the colonies had declared in the affirmative,
for New York was still holding aloof until the new convention sent instruc-
tions.

The express found Caesar Rodney in southern Delaware, where he had
led his militiamen against a rumored Tory uprising. After an all-night
gallop through thundershowers he reached the State House in good time.
Still booted and spurred and mud spattered, wearing a green silk handker-
chief tied about his face to hide the painful growth which was slowly killing
him, the lanky farmer cast the vote which placed Delaware in the affirmative
column.

On Monday, according to McKean’s recollection, Morton, Wilson and
Dr. Franklin voted aye for Pennsylvania, while Dickinson, Morris, Willing
and Humphreys were opposed. The next day Dickinson and Morris re-
versed the verdict by voluntarily absenting themselves in preference to
endorsing what they conceived to be a premature declaration. South Caro-
lina, as Ned Rutledge had intimated, then agreed to make it a unanimous
vote of the twelve colonies.

The author of America’s most famous state document recalled in later
life that he finished the first draft in two days and showed it to Adams and
Franklin for their suggestions. Fifteen changes were made, most of them
by Jefferson himself, before he submitted the Declaration of Independence
to the committee of the whole on June 28th.

The sensitive and self-conscious author must have suffered pangs of
anxiety during the next few days while his composition lay upon the table
for the inspection of such unsympathetic critics as Dickinson, Morris and
Rutledge. But the 34-year-old Virginia member did not lack for other in-
terests during this period of waiting. Thrice daily he set down temperature
readings from his new thermometer, and in an account book he kept a record
of such purchases as the following:

pd for a comb 5/
pd for window shutter rings 25/2
pd dinner at Smith’s 5/
pd for a straw hat 10/
pd Sparhawk for a pencil 1/6

Jefferson’s ordeal began on July 3rd, when the committee of the whole
was free to concentrate on the Declaration of Independence. He had learned
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from his rejected address in 1775 that the delegates could be stern editors;
and on Wednesday and Thursday they made many minor changes in
phraseology, while throwing out two long passages. As his production was
being assailed, none too tactfully sometimes, Jefferson could only listen in
an agony of silent embarrassment until Dr. Franklin took pity on him and
told a comforting anecdote.

It was John Adams who fought tooth and nail for the document, leaping to
his feet and defending every paragraph as if it were a redoubt to be held
to the death. In his gratitude Jefferson never forgot that his tougher colleague
was “the Colossus of the debate.” Perhaps both of them were to recall this
occasion as the last memory of their lives when they died on July 4, 1826,
the fiftieth anniversary of independence.

From the viewpoint of the Continental Congress the document was
strictly a polemic tract to be judged for its probable effect in justifying the
American position to the rest of the world. The very first sentence made it
plain that the creators of a new nation were resting their case on natural
law—“the laws of Nature and of Nature’s God”—as interpreted in the next

paragraph:

We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that
they are endowed by their creator with inherent and inalienable rights; that
among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these
rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from
the consent of the governed; that whenever any form of government be-
comes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or abolish
it, and to institute new government. . .

From beginning to end the committee of the whole did not hesitate either
to delete or to substitute. Thus in the above passage the two italicized words
of Jefferson’s version were rejected and the word certain inserted. In most
instances the critics of Congress deserve praise for improving the document;
and by killing the following accusation they saved the Declaration from a
descent into the ridiculous:

He [George III] has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating
its most sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people
who never offended him, captivating and carrying them into slavery in an-
other hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their transportation thither.
This piratical warfare, the opprobrium of infidel powers, is the warfare of
the Christian King of Great Britain. Determined to keep open a market
where men should be bought and sold, he has prostituted his negative for
suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or to restrain this execrable
commerce. And that his assemblage of horrors might want no fact of distin-
guished die, he is now exciting those very people to rise in arms among us,
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and to purchase that liberty of which he has deprived them, by murdering
the people on whom he also obtruded them; thus paying off former crimes
committed against the liberties of one people with crimes which he urges
them to commit against the lives of another.

Jefferson was not at his most brilliant in this contention, and Congress
wisely decided that Americans had better not venture out of their glass
houses to throw stones at a monarch whose responsibility for slavery was
somewhat less than their own. Another major operation was performed by
the delegates with good effect on a long paragraph denouncing the English
people, but even in his old age the author resented both excisions: “The
pusillanimous idea that we had friends in England worth keeping terms
with, still haunted the minds of many. For this reason, those passages which
conveyed censures to the people of England were struck out, lest they should
give them offence. The clause, too, reprobating the enslaving of the in-
habitants of Africa was struck out in complaisance to South Carolina and
Georgia. . . .” 2

Jefferson could be permitted his prejudices, for the Declaration remains
one of the most stirring and magnificent messages of all time, a tribute to
the good sense of its editors as well as the creative genius of its author. As
an essay in political economy, of course, it is not always a model of pure logic.
The assault on George III was conducted with more vigor than justice,
especially when it is considered that Americans had spared that monarch
from any censure until the past six months. Parliament was never mentioned
once in the Declaration, though for years the rebels had shrieked to high
heaven against such tyrannies as taxation without representation. Now that
they were severing themselves from the Empire, however, the Declaration
soared above Parliament and other earth-bound institutions by appealing for
justification to the rights of man according to natural law.

Jefferson believed that the adoption in Congress on July 4th was
speeded by the plague of horseflies which had the delegates slapping at their
silk-stockinged legs. At any rate, the amended Declaration came up for a
vote late Thursday afternoon and won the approval of twelve colonies, with
New York again remaining silent.

Congress also found opportumty on that historic day to pass seven other
resolutions ranging from the significant to the trivial. The new nation was
named for the first time in the ]ourmzls when Adams, Franklin and Jefferson
were elected to a committee “to bring in a device for a seal of the United
States of America.” But the ]emslatlve mills continued to grind out some of
the usual petty business, and a final resolution instructed the Secret Com-
mittee “to sell 25 1b. of powder to John Garrison, of North Carolina.” 2

It does not seem to be altogether a coincidence that so few delegates men-
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tioned the Declaration with any show of excitement in their letters. The fact
is that Independence Day matured rather gradually as an institution; and
of all the participants only John Adams had the reporter’s instinct to catch
a glimpse of the occasion as posterity would see it. On the morning of July
3rd he snatched time to dash off an exuberant note to his wife: “Yesterday,
the greatest question was decided, which ever was decided in America, and
a greater, perhaps, never was nor will be decided among men.”

Enthusiastic as this appraisal was, Adams must have concluded that he
had not gone far enough. That same evening he wrote again to Abigail,
and except for the date his letter was prophecy:

“The second day of July, 1776, will be the most memorable epocha in the
history of America. I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeed-
ing generations as the great anniversary Festival. It ought to be commem-
orated, as the day of deliverance, by solemn acts of devotion to God Al-
mighty. It ought to be solemnized with bonfires and illuminations, from one
end of this continent to the other, from this time forward, forevermore.” 22






PART THREE

Alliance

It is not easy to be wise for all times, not even for
the present — much less for the future; and those who
Judge of the past, must recollect that, when it was the
present, the present was the future.

— GOUVERNEUR MORRIS






Chapter 72

Embarrassment of Riches

HE ghost of Guy Fawkes haunted the State House the Monday

after independence was declared. In a letter of July 8th Joseph Hewes
informed a friend that “a paper has been privately laid upon Congress Table
importing that some dark designs were formed for our destruction, and ad-
vising us to take care of ourselves. some were for examining the Cellars
under the Room where we set. I was against it and urged that we ought to
treat such information with Contempt and not show any marks of fear or
Jealousy.” *

The North Carolina member added that “no notice has been taken of this
piece of information which I think is right.” But if nothing came of the
gunpowder plot, a group of loyalists actually did conspire at a later date to
seize delegates wholesale in a raid. The marvel is that no such attempt was
ever made. Throughout the war the State House was seldom adequately
guarded, and in an age of creeping communication the capture of Congress
would have created a political vacuum lasting for months before enough
men could be elected to form a new government.

By this time it should have been obvious even to the British and loyalists
that the rapid acceleration of the rebellion had been largely due to the Con-
tinental Congress. The personal leadership of George Washington had not
become a major factor at this date, yet in less than two years the New World
parliament of village lawyers, merchants and planters had created a nation.
Summing up this achievement, the historian Van Tyne has written that
“uncertain as was its authority, lacking any formal grant of jurisdiction or
power to govern, Congress was soon carried by the tide of the revolutionary
sea on which it was afloat to the utmost bounds of sovereign power. An
army, a navy, a treasury arose like magic palaces as Congress rubbed the
political lamp.” 2

161
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After the Declaration of Independence crossed the ocean, it is understand-
able that loyal subjects of George III should have bellowed with rage at the
seeming inconsistencies of the American position. But at least one English
critic realized that the rebels had been only too consistent and unswerving
from the beginning. The pamphleteer John Lind, in An Answer to the
Declaration, solemnly concluded that “had an angel descended from Heaven
with terms of accommodation, which offered less than independence, they
would have driven him back with hostile scorn.”

This was the work of the upstart revolutionary body, elected in 1774 to
petition humbly for redress, which led the colonies all the way to a separate
national existence in 1776.

The assembly reached the peak of its power and influence in the summer
of the Declaration—a heyday to be recalled with nostalgia by delegates of
the next thirteen troubled years. Everywhere the members of the Conti-
nental Congress were accorded a degree of voluntary homage that a monarch
might have envied. On a journey that autumn John Adams was touched
when a poor family refused to accept money for the food that a congressman
ate. Almost equally flattering was the fear and hatred expressed by the
Tories, who credited the assembly with enough malevolent power to compel
an unwilling people to take the plunge into sedition.

This delusion represented a swing in the opposite direction from the
wishful thinking of 1775, when so many Tories were still trying to convince
themselves of congressional impotence. The truth was that the practical
politicians of the State House seldom ventured a pace in advance of the
public, though exerting all their talents as propagandists to make sure that
public sentiment did not lag or lose step.

No better test could have been had than the reception of the news that
independence had been declared. The fixst celebration took place at Phil-
adelphia on July 8th, after the Declaration was read to an enormous crowd
in the State House yard. “Three cheers rended the welkin,” John Adams
wrote to Chase the next day. “The battalions paraded on the Common and
gave us the feu de joie, notwithstanding the scarcity of powder. The bells
rang all day and almost all night.”?

A great “illumination” was held at Princeton, for nothing could give more
joy than bonfires and gleaming windows in an age of economized candles.
A boisterous crowd at New York toppled over the leaden statue of King
George, which was later melted down into bullets to be fired at that mon-
arch’s troops. Thirteen volleys were heard in towns which could spare the
gunpowder, and there was always enough Madeira to drink thirteen toasts.
Only the hackneyed simile of the ripples in the pond could have described
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the spread of the news, with the last of the celebrations being held as late
as September in remote frontier settlements of Georgia.

Congress had not erred in supposing America to be emotionally ripe for
independence. The thirteenth colony gave its assent on July gth, when the
New York Convention upheld the Declaration with a resolution that “we
approve the same, and will, at the risque of our lives and fortunes, join with
the other colonies in supporting it.” The express reached Philadelphia six
days later, and on the 19th the document was accurately as well as officially
entitled “The Unanimous Declaration of the Thirteen United States of
America.”

There were still dissenters, even in Congress. John Alsop proved not to be
entirely a “soft, sweet man” when he wrote to the New York Convention on
the 16th that the Declaration was “against my judgment or inclination. As
long as a door was left open for a reconciliation with Great Britain upon just
and honorable terms, I was willing and ready to render my country all the
service in my power . . . but as you have, I presume, by that declaration,
closed the door of reconciliation, I must beg leave to resign my seat as a
delegate from New York. .. .”*

Although Robert Morris signed the Declaration, he insisted months later
that it had come prematurely. The defeat meant heartbreak for John Dickin-
son, who failed of re-election as a delegate. The Pennsylvania patriot took
command of a brigade of militia in New Jersey, and on August 7th he
wrote to his friend Charles Thomson: “The enemy are moving, and an
attack on New York is quickly expected. As for myself, I can form no idea
of a more noble fate than . . . to resign my life, if Divine Providence should
please so to dispose of me, for the defence and happiness of those unkind
countrymen whom I cannot forbear to esteem as fellow-citizens amidst their
fury against me.” 5

Gentlemen of that day, most of whom were tough at core, prided them-
selves on a “sensibility” which made the most of every emotion, including
self-pity. John Adams declared that a few months before the Declaration he
was shunned “like a man infected with the leprosy. I walked the streets of
Philadelphia in solitude, borne down by the weight of care and unpopu-
larity.” And now that it was the turn of his opponents in Congress, he could
even shed a tear for them when he wrote to Abigail on July roth:

Dickinson, Morris, Alsop, all fallen, like grass before the scythe, notwith-
standing all their vast advantages in point of fortune, family and abilities.
I am inclined to think, however, and to wish, that these gentlemen may be
restored at a fresh election, because, although mistaken in some points, they
are good characters, and their great wealth and numerous connections will
contribute to strengthen America and cement her union.®
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This mood of poetic melancholy might have been spoiled if he could have
guessed that his fallen enemy Dickinson would rise to win new triumphs in
Congress. It might even have been disturbing if Adams had foreseen that
the conservative of 1776 would live to oppose him as the elderly liberal of
1804, campaigning for the second term of Jefferson as president. Farmer
Dickinson was not as fragile as some people supposed.

Not only Robert Morris but also such last-ditch opponents as George Read,
Carter Braxton and Ned Rutledge affixed their signatures to the Declaration
on August 2nd. The legend that the founding fathers signed on July 4th,
often as it has been denied, will probably never be quite vanquished. The
Journals are somewhat to blame for this fiction. For the text was published
under the date of July 4th with the explanation, “The foregoing declaration
was, by order of Congress, engrossed, and signed by the following mem-
bers...”

John Trumbull's well-known painting, The Signing of the Declaration of
Independence, an attraction for generations of tourists visiting the national
Capitol, has innocently done its part to fix the error in the American con-
sciousness. But most of the responsibility must be borne by Adams and
Jefferson, whose memories betrayed them in their old age.

Both stubbornly insisted nearly half a century later that the document
had been signed on that first Independence Day. There is a sufficiency of
evidence, however, to prove that no names were attached until August 2nd,
after the Declaration had been engrossed on parchment. Several of the
immortal fifty-six did not take their seats until after July 4th; and Matthew
Thornton of New Hampshire could not have signed before November 4th,
his first day in Congress.

In excuse of Adams and Jefferson, it would appear that the signers them-
selves did not regard the event as a towering landmark at the time. Few
of them mentioned the happenings of July 4th or August 2nd in letters that
have survived. Apparently they did not dream that posterity would elevate
them on a pedestal above the rest of the 342 men who served from first to
last in the Continental Congress.

Then, as now, it was plain that some of the worthiest members of the
assembly were prevented by circumstances from becoming signers—soldiers
in the field, such as Washington and Sullivan; fiery radicals serving their
own states, such as Gadsden and Patrick Henry; youthful patriots born a few
years too late, such as Madison, Hamilton and Monroe. It was equally ob-
vious, on the other hand, that the men who took their seats after July 4th
had become signers of a document to which they contributed little or noth-
ing. In comparison, John Dickinson was more deserving of honor, even
though he declined a shrine among the immortals.
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The secrecy which attended the signing may also account to some extent
for confused recollections. At this historical distance it is hard for citizens of
the world’s most powerful republic to realize that the founding fathers actu-
ally were committing an act of treason when they scrawled their names.
Their chances of escaping a British gallows, of course, depended on the
fortunes of a war waged against heavy material odds. But in the summer of
1776 it was not prudent for signers to shout from the housetops; and their
names were held as a secret record until January 18, 1777, immediately
following the news of the stirring victories won by Washington at Trenton
and Princeton. On that date Congress ordered an authenticated copy of the
Declaration and the names of the signers to be sent to each of the states.

Abraham Clark did not indulge in a mere figure of speech when he specu-
lated as to the possibilities of being “exalted on a high gallows.” One of his
New Jersey colleagues, John Hart, became the victim of a man hunt a few
months after he signed the Declaration at the age of 65. The Hessians looted
and burned the home of the Hopewell miller, then pursued him all winter
from one hiding place to another. Hart escaped with his health shattered and
remained an invalid until his death three years later.

Another New Jersey signer, Richard Stockton of Princeton, was captured
by the redcoats late in 1776 and clapped into the infamous Provost Jail at
New York after his home had been pillaged and his library burned. A grad-
uate of the first class in the little college, the handsome young lawyer had
completed his education in the mother country, gaining the friendship of
such Englishmen as Burke, Garrick and Lord Chesterfield. Stockton’s cap-
tors treated him with a brutality which broke his spirit, so that he signed
the British amnesty proclamation. This moment of weakness caused him to
be shunned by old friends and neighbors on the rebel side, and he died a
lonely and embittered figure before the end of the war.

Eight other signers were fortunate enough to escape an enemy pursuit.
Elbridge Gerry got away in his nightshirt, and Thomas Jefferson as gov-
ernor of Virginia was saved by a margin of five minutes. Even so, the red-
coats pillaged one of his plantations and cut the throats of colts too young
to be taken away.

Altogether, fifteen of the signers had their homes destroyed. Still others
were punished indirectly through their wives or children. The two sons of
Richard Henry Lee, unable to return from a school in England, had to en-
dure the mental torture of announcements that their father was to be
hanged. Francis Lewis, a wealthy New York merchant when he signed at
the age of 63, was ruined within a month by invaders who burned his home
and seized his business properties. After capturing his wife, the British sub-
jected the elderly woman to hardships which hastened her death.
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Episodes of this sort, violating the codes generally observed in that age of
moderate warfare, do not mean that the invaders were monsters. It was
simply that many British officers held the rebels to be outlaws without any
claim to mercies ordinarily shown to foemen. Congress threatened retalia-
tion on prisoners, and after the early excesses the situation gradually im-
proved. But it was a long and cruel conflict, fought on both sides with the
fury of civil strife, and the Americans had the misfortune to be invaded.
All but one of the former colonies were overrun at various times, the four
principal cities occupied for long periods, and a dozen flourishing towns
destroyed entirely or in large part.

Apparently the fifty-six signers were thought to be blacker sheep than
other members of Congress by an enemy whose spies reported most of the
secrets of the State House. This distinction did not last long, however, and
before 1781 more than half the men elected to the assembly suffered wounds,
imprisonment, pillage, property destruction or other consequences of the
war.

Such penalties were not visioned by many rebels in July, 1776, when it
could truly have been said that the cause was threatened by an embarrassment
of riches. The American forces, despite their lack of experience and re-
sources, had incurred almost no setbacks save those of the Canadian cam-
paign. Bunker Hill, of course, might technically have been described as a
reverse, though the rebels could have wished for other such defeats. Lex-
ington, Ticonderoga, Montreal, Moore’s Creek, the siege of Boston—all
these were indubitably victories, and they had been won by military novices
who captured a large part of their cannon, ammunition and gunpowder from
the foe.

The cup was running over when the news reached Philadelphia shortly
after July 4th that a great British land and sea force had been repulsed at
Charleston. This was the armada commanded by Admiral Parker and Gen-
eral Clinton which had been delayed by storms in its invasion of the Caro-
linas. Major William Moultrie, defending a fort of palmetto logs named after
him, beat off the enemy fleet and troops in a ten-hour action on June 28th,
inflicting losses of a ship and 200 killed or wounded soldiers at small cost to
himself. Later dispatches told that the British lingered off the coast for a
few weeks, then sailed northward toward New York.

Even the failure in Canada was being redeemed by Gates. He had taken
command of a force described by Chase and Carroll as “an Army broken
and disheartened, half of it under inoculation, or under other diseases; sol-
diers without pay, without discipline, and altogether reduced to live from
hand to mouth.”? At Crown Point, where the ragged and demoralized



EMBARRASSMENT OF RICHES 167

remnants had fallen back from the border, the former British officer dis-
played a genius for reorganization. Using his new powers as “dictator” with
firm paternalism, he restored hope and pride and discipline to the northern
army before the end of the summer.

Skeptics might have argued that luck had entered into many of the rebel
successes. But it was the kind of luck that usually favors audacity, and the
letters written by delegates show no lack of faith or courage as Congress
prepared to meet the attack on New York. A “flying camp” was created,
consisting of militia from the middle states, to be stationed in New Jersey
as reserves and reinforcements. On July 16th the assembly ordered that a
bounty of $10 be. paid soldiers who would re-enlist for a three-year term.
And on the 23rd the commander in chief became the subject of a resolu-
tion:

That General Washington be informed that Congress have such an entire
confidence in his judgment, that they will give him no particular directions
about the disposition of his troops, but desire that he will dispose of those at
New York, the flying camp and Ticonderoga, as to him shall seem the most
conducive to the public good.®

The confidence of Congress was tempered by caution, as Washington
learned after writing on the 29th to inquire about the extent of his author-
ity. President Hancock was instructed to reply four days later that Gates had
been granted unusual powers only for the limited period of an emergency.
“Should Congress ever empower its Generals to fill up vacancies in the
Army,” the commander in chief was told, “they know of no one in whom
they would so soon repose a trust of such importance as in yourself; but
future Generals may make bad use of it. The danger of the precedent, not
any suspicion of their present Commander-in-Chief, prompts them to re-
tain a power, that, by you, might be exercised with the greatest publick
advantage.” ®

No doubt Congress was sometimes guilty of meddling with its generals,
though Washington enjoyed a larger measure of trust than the others. But
neither hope of victory nor dread of defeat ever tempted the assembly to
depart from a policy of keeping the military under civil control. It was a
valuable tradition to set for a new nation born painfully in time of war.

Fainter hearts might have been shaken by the enemy’s array of armed
might. On July 4th, as if in reply to the Declaration, the first sails were
sighted off Staten Island. As many as a hundred British ships came up the
Narrows in a single day during the next few weeks. After the arrival of
the fleet from Charleston, the armada numbered 52 warships and 427 trans-

ports.
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A total of 34,000 British and Hessian soldiers may not seem impressive in
a day of locust tactics based on human tonnage. But the eighteenth century
was an age of small establishments made up of highly trained regulars serv-
ing long terms. Howe’s army was not only the largest ever seen in the New
World; it was the largest British expeditionary force of all history up to that
date. As a final asset, in addition to an overwhelming artillery train, the
invaders brought a military chest amounting to £840,776 in gold. This sum
was deemed sufficient for the putting down of the rebellion, either by force
or by persuasion. For the Howes were said to be bearing a sword in the left
hand and an olive branch in the right, hoping to succeed as peace commis-
sioners rather than conquerors.

Instances of Tories suffering persecution have been cited so often that
the other side of the story is often overlooked. Hundreds of loyalists were
on hand to greet the British when they landed on Long Island in mid-
August. They gave information of American military positions and offered
to act as guides. Their zeal also took the form of violence against rebel
families, and three Presbyterian churches were burned because they had
been patriotic rallying places. At a mass meeting the Tories of Queens
County voted to revoke all authority of Congress, and that body passed
a resolution which could only be described as a political excommunication of
the New York loyalists.

The British and Hessian invaders marveled at the orchards, meadows,
fields and well-flled barns of Long Island. As former peasants or slum
dwellers, they exclaimed at the opportunities of a country in which a poor
man could aspire to own a farm. Even more wonderful to these newcomers,
accustomed to the bounties of nature being reserved for the gentry, was the
privilege of every American to catch a string of bass, shoot a few canvasback
ducks, or pick a bucket of wild berries. These were liberties which could be
comprehended even by German mercenaries from a land which had never
struck a blow for liberty.

Ambrose Serle, secretary to Lord Howe, related that the British soldiers
“seemed as merry as in a Holiday, and regaled themselves with the fine
apples, which hung every where from the Trees in great abundance.” The
Germans did not content themselves with picking fruit. “It is impossible,”
deplored Serle, “to express the Devastations, which the Hessians have made
upon the Houses & Country Seats of some of the Rebels. All their Furniture,
Glass, Windows, and the very Hangings of the Rooms are demolished or
defaced. This with the Filth deposited in them, makes the Houses so
offensive, that it is a Penance to go into them.” 1



EMBARRASSMENT OF RICHES 169

The defenders of America’s second city could muster fewer than 20,000
men fit for duty. Even so, Washington’s force was more deficient in quality
than in numbers. Allowing for prejudice, Serle had grounds for describing
the rebel host as “the strangest that was ever collected: Old men of 6o, Boys
of 14, and Blacks of all ages, and ragged for the most part, compose the
motley Crew, who are to give the Law to G. Britain and tyrannize over His
Majesty’s Subjects in America.” **

With the exception of a few brigades, the militiamen were poorly armed
and trained. American victories since Lexington had given them a perilous
excess of confidence, based on the New England theory that homespun pa-
triotism could compensate for discipline. Yet any armchair strategist could
perceive the vulnerability of Manhattan Island to a combined land-and-sea
attack, even though the Americans had stretched a 2,100-foot chain across
the Hudson. Washington and the more discerning members of Congress
must have realized that they were up against an insoluble dilemma—mili-
tarily, New York could not be defended; politically, it could not be aban-
doned.

At any rate, Congress had other fish to fry these July days. On the 12th
a first draft was reported by the committee of thirteen appointed exactly a
month earlier “to prepare and digest the form of a confederation.” And on
the 18th the committee on foreign alliances laid upon the table a model
treaty drawn up in detail.

Here it may be recalled that both projects were recommended in the
original resolution offered on June 7th by Richard Henry Lee to start the
fight for independence. This goes a long way toward explaining the re-
markable calm with which so many delegates took the Declaration; they
considered it as 