Chapter 5

Reform, Resistance, Revolution 

Britain left an army in North America after 1763 and taxed the colonies to pay part of 

its cost. The colonists agreed that they should contribute to their own defense but 

insisted that taxation without representation violated their rights as Englishmen. Three 

successive crises shattered Britain’s North American empire by 1776. 

In the Stamp Act crisis, the colonists first petitioned Parliament for a redress of grievances. When that effort failed, they nullified the Stamp Act and continued their resistance 

until Parliament repealed the tax in 1766. The settlers joyfully celebrated their victory. In 

the Townshend crisis of 1767–70, Parliament imposed new taxes on certain imported 

goods. The colonists petitioned and resisted simultaneously, mostly through an intercolonial nonimportation movement. The British sent troops to Boston. After several violent 

confrontations, the soldiers withdrew, and Parliament modified but did not repeal the 

Townshend Revenue Act. The duty on tea remained. Repeal of the other duties broke the 

back of the nonimportation movement. Nobody celebrated. The Tea Act of 1773 launched 

the third crisis, and it quickly escalated. Boston destroyed British tea without bothering to 

petition first. When Parliament responded with the Coercive Acts of 1774, the colonists 

created the Continental Congress to organize further resistance. Neither side dared 

back down, and the confrontation careened toward military violence. War broke out in 

April 1775. Fifteen months later, the colonies declared their independence. 

Imperial Reform 

In 1760, George III (1760–1820) inherited the British throne at the age of 22. The king’s 

pronouncements on behalf of religion and virtue at first won him many admirers in North 

America, but the political coalition leading Britain to victory over France fell apart. The 

king’s new ministers set out to reform the empire. 

From Pitt to Grenville 

The king, along with his tutor and principal adviser, John Stuart, earl of Bute, feared that 

the Seven Years’ War would bankrupt Britain. From 1758 on, despite one victory after 

another, George and Bute grew increasingly despondent. When William Pitt, the king’s war 

minister, urged a preemptive strike on Spain before Spain could attack Britain, Bute forced 

him to resign in October 1761, even though Pitt had become the most popular official of 

the century. Bute soon learned that Pitt had been right. Spain entered the war in January 

1762. In May, Bute replaced Thomas Pelham-Holles, duke of Newcastle and the most powerful politician of the previous 25 years, as first lord of the treasury. To economize, Bute 

next reduced Britain’s subsidies to Prussia, its only major ally in Europe. So eager were the 

king and Bute to end the war that they gave back to France the wealthy West Indian islands 

of Guadeloupe and Martinique. 

The British press harshly denounced Bute. As soon as Parliament approved the Treaty 

of Paris, Bute dismayed the king by resigning. He had had enough. In April 1763, George 

Grenville(Pitt’s brother-in-law) became first lord of the treasury, although the king distrusted him and found him barely acceptable. Pitt and Newcastle, who blamed Grenville 

for having sided with Bute against them, would have nothing at all to do with him. 

Britain’s national debt had nearly doubled during the last war with France and stood 

at £130 million. Interest on the debt absorbed more than half of annual revenues, and 

Britain was already one of the most heavily taxed societies in the world. The sheer scale 

of Britain’s victory required more revenue just to police the conquered colonies. In 1762 

and 1763, Bute and Grenville decided to leave 20 battalions with about 7,000 men in 

America, mostly in Canada and Florida, with smaller garrisons scattered throughout 

Indian territory. Because the colonists would receive the benefit of this protection, 

Grenville argued, they ought to pay a reasonable portion of the cost, and eventually all of 

it. He never asked the settlers to contribute anything to Britain’s national debt or to 

Britain’s heavy domestic needs, but he did insist that the colonies begin to pay toward 

their own defense. 

Instead of building on the voluntaristic measures that Pitt had used to win the war, 

Grenville reverted to the demands for coercive reforms that had crisscrossed the Atlantic 

during Britain’s years of defeat from 1755 to 1757. London, he believed, must gain effective 

centralized control over the colonies. To the settlers, victory over France would mean new 

burdens, not relief. To Grenville, the willing cooperation of the colonies after 1758 reflected 

the empire’s weakness, not its strength. He thought Britain had won the war, not with the cooperation of the colonies, but despite their obstruction. He believed that the British government 

had to act quickly to establish its authority before the colonies, with their astonishing rate of 

growth, slipped completely out of control. In effect, he set in motion a self-fulfilling 

prophecy in which the British government brought about precisely what it was trying to prevent. Nearly every step it took undermined the colonies’ loyalty to Britain. 

Indian Policy and Pontiac’s War 

The king’s Proclamation of 1763set up governments in Canada, Florida, and other conquered colonies, and it honored wartime commitments to the western Indians. It tried to 

regulate the pace of western settlement by laying out the so-called Proclamation Line along 

the Appalachian watershed. No settlements could be planted west of that line unless 

Britain first purchased the land by treaty from the Indians. Settlers would be encouraged 

to move instead to Nova Scotia, northern New England, Georgia, or Florida. But in 1760, 

General Amherst stopped distributing Indian gifts, and his contempt for Indian customs 

deprived the government of most of its major leverage with them at a time when their ability to unite had become stronger than ever. 

In 1761, Neolin, a western Delaware, reported a vision in which God commanded Indians 

to return to their ancestral ways. Neolin called for an end to Indian dependence on the 

Anglo-Americans, although he did accept Christian ideas of heaven and hell. European 

vices, he said, especially drinking rum, blocked the path to heaven. Neolin stopped short 

of condemning the French, who were still living in the Great Lakes region. Many of his followers even hoped that their display of unity would attract the support of King Louis XV 

of France (1715–74), restore the friendly relations of the past, and halt British expansion. With a unity never seen before, the Indians struck in 1763. Pontiac’s War, 

named for an Ottawa chief, brought together Senecas, Mingoes, Delawares, Shawnees, 

Wyandots, Miamis, Ottawas, and other nations. They attacked 13 British posts in the 

West. Between May 16 and June 20, all of the forts fell except Niagara, Pitt, Detroit, and 

a tiny outpost on Green Bay that the Indians did not bother to attack. For months, the 

Indians kept Forts Detroit and Pitt under close siege, something Indians were supposed 

to be incapable of doing. They hoped to drive British settlers back to the Eastern 

seaboard. (See Map 5.1, Pontiac’s War and the Proclamation Line of 1763, in the 

color insert following page 288.) 

Enraged by these successes, Amherst ordered Colonel Henry Bouquet, commander at 

Fort Pitt, to distribute smallpox-infested blankets among the western nations, contributing to a lethal epidemic in 1763 and 1764. “You will do well to try to Inoculate 

the Indians by means of Blankets,” he wrote to Bouquet, “as well as to Try Every other 

Method that can serve to Extirpate this Execrable Race.” In 1764, British and provincial 

forces ended resistance, restored peace, and compelled the Indians to return their hundreds of captives, many of whom preferred to stay. The British then reluctantly accepted 

the role that the French had played in the Great Lakes region by distributing gifts and 

mediating differences. On that question, the Indians won an important victory. 

But 10 years of conflict had brutalized the frontiersmen. Perhaps sensing the Indians’ 

growing revulsion against warring with one another, many settlers began to assume that all 

Indians must be the enemies of all whites. In December 1763, the Scots-Irish of Paxton 

Township, Pennsylvania, murdered six unarmed Christian Indians—two old men, three 

women, and a child—at nearby Conestoga. Two weeks later, the “Paxton Boys” slaughtered 

14 more Christian Indians who had been brought to Lancaster for protection. After Governor 

John Penn removed 140 Moravian mission Indians to Philadelphia for safety, the Paxton 

Boys marched on the capital determined to kill them all. 

Denouncing the Paxton Boys as “Christian white Savages,” Benjamin Franklin led a delegation from the assembly that met the marchers at Germantown and persuaded them to 

go home after they presented a list of their grievances. The Moravian Indians had been 

spared. All efforts to bring the murderers to justice failed, however, and the frontiersmen of 

Pennsylvania and Virginia virtually declared an open season on Indians that continued for 

years. Settlers in Augusta County, Virginia, slaughtered nine Shawnees in 1765. Frederick 

Stump, a Pennsylvanian, murdered 10 more in 1768 but could not be convicted in his 

frontier county. Such atrocities kept western Indians smoldering. London had hoped that 

its officials would bring evenhanded justice to the frontier. Indians had won real benefits 

from Britain’s postwar policies, such as protection from land speculators, but otherwise 

they found little to choose between Amherst’s smallpox blankets and the murderous rage 

of the Paxton Boys and their imitators. 

The Sugar Act 

In a step that settlers found ominous, Grenville’s Sugar Act of 1764 proclaimed it “just 

and necessary, that a revenue be raised . . . in America for defraying the expenses of 

defending, protecting, and securing” the colonies. The act placed duties on Madeira wine, 

coffee, and other products, but Grenville expected the greatest revenue to come from the 

molasses duty of three pence per gallon. The Molasses Act of 1733 had been designed to 

keep French molasses out of North America by imposing a prohibitive duty of six pence 

per gallon. Instead, by paying a bribe of about a penny per gallon, merchants got French 

molasses certified as British. By 1760, more than 90 percent of all molasses imported into 

New England came from the French islands. Planters in the British islands gave up, lost 

interest in New England markets, and turned their molasses into quality rum for sale in 

Britain and Ireland. Nobody, in short, had any interest in stopping the trade in French 

molasses. New England merchants said they were willing to pay a duty of one penny 

(the current cost of bribes), but Grenville insisted on three. He hoped to raise £100,000 

per year from the molasses duty, although in public he seldom put the figure above 

£40,000. 

The Sugar Act also launched Grenville’s war against smugglers. It vastly increased the 

amount of paperwork required of ship captains and permitted seizures of ships for what 

owners considered to be mere technicalities. In effect, Grenville tried to make it more profitable for customs officers to hound the merchants than to accept bribes from them. The 

Sugar Act encouraged them to prosecute violators in vice-admiralty courts, which did not 

use juries, rather than in common-law courts, which did. Prosecutors were virtually 

immune from any suit for damages, even when the merchant won an acquittal, so long as 

the judge certified “probable cause” for the seizure. 

The Currency Act and the Quartering Act 

Grenville passed several other imperial measures. The Currency Act of 1764 responded to 

wartime protests of London merchants against Virginia’s paper money, which had been 

issued for the colony’s defense but had lost almost 15 percent of its value between 1759 

and 1764. The act forbade the colonies to issue any paper money as legal tender. The 

money question had become urgent because the Sugar Act (and, later, the Stamp Act) 

required that all duties be paid in specie(silver or gold). Supporters of those taxes argued 

that the new duties would keep the specie in America to pay the army, but the colonists 

replied that the drain of specie from some colonies would put impossible constraints on 

trade. Boston and Newport, for instance, would pay most of the molasses tax, but the 

specie collected there would follow the army to Quebec, New York, the Great Lakes, and 

Florida. Grenville saw “America” as a single region in which specie would circulate to the 

benefit of all. The colonists knew better. As of 1765, “America” existed only in British 

minds, not yet in colonial hearts. 

Another reform measure was the Quartering Act of 1765, requested by Sir Thomas 

Gage, Amherst’s successor as army commander. Gage asked for parliamentary authority to 

quarter soldiers in private homes, if necessary, when on the march and away from their 

barracks. Parliament ordered colonial assemblies to vote specific supplies, such as beer and 

candles, for the troops, which the assemblies were willingly doing already. But it also 

required the army to quarter its soldiers only in public buildings, such as taverns (which 

existed in large numbers only in cities) and not in private homes. The Quartering Act 

solved no problems, but it created several new ones. 

The Stamp Act 

In early 1764, when Parliament passed the Sugar Act, Grenville announced that a stamp 

tax on legal documents and on publications might also be needed. No one in the House 

of Commons, he declared, doubted Parliament’s right to impose such a tax. Because Parliament had never levied a direct tax on the colonies, however, he also knew that he must 

persuade the settlers that a stamp tax would not be a constitutional innovation. This measure, his supporters insisted, did not violate the principle of no taxation without representation. Each member of Parliament, they argued, represented the entire empire, not just 

a local constituency. The colonists were no different from the large nonvoting majority of 

subjects within Great Britain. All were virtually represented in Parliament. Grenville also 

denied that there was any legal difference between external taxes (port duties, such as that 

on molasses) and internal (or inland) taxes, such as the proposed stamp tax. 

Grenville put off passage of the Stamp Act while he collected more complete information about legal forms in the colonies. He also indicated that, if the colonies could devise 

a revenue plan better than a stamp tax, he would listen. His offer created confusion and 

became a public relations disaster for the government. All 13 colonial assemblies drafted 

petitions objecting to the Stamp Act as a form of taxation without representation. Most 

of them also attacked the duties imposed by the Sugar Act because they went beyond the 

regulation of trade. With few exceptions, they too rejected the distinction between internal 

and external taxes. Both kinds, they declared, violated the British constitution. While 

agreeing that they ought to contribute to their own defense, they urged the government 

to return to the traditional method of requisitions, in which the Crown asked a colony 

for a specific sum, and the assembly decided how (or whether) to raise it. Colonists feared 

that taxation by Parliament might tempt Britain to rule them without consulting their 

assemblies. 

When these petitions began to reach London, Parliament refused to receive them, citing a standing rule that prohibited petitions against money bills and declaring that any 

petition challenging the right of Parliament to pass such a tax was simply inadmissible. To 

Grenville, requisitions were not a better idea. They had often been tried, had never worked 

efficiently, and never would. He rejected the petitions with a clear conscience. But to the 

colonists, he seemed to have acted in bad faith all along. He had asked their advice and 

had then refused even to consider it. 

The Stamp Act passed in February 1765, to go into effect on November 1. All contracts, 

licenses, commissions, and most other legal documents would be void unless they were 

executed on officially stamped paper. Law courts would not recognize any document that 

lacked the proper stamp, and the colonists would quietly if grudgingly accept Parliament’s 

power to tax them. The act would almost enforce itself. A stamp duty was also put on all 

newspapers and pamphlets, a requirement likely to anger every printer in the colonies. 

Playing cards and dice were also taxed. 

When the Stamp Act became law, most colonial leaders resigned themselves to a situation that seemed beyond their power to change. Daniel Dulany, a Maryland lawyer who 

did more than any other colonist to refute the argument for virtual representation, drew a 

line short of overt resistance. “I am upon a Question of Propriety, not of Power,” he wrote; 

“. . . at the same Time that I invalidate the Claim upon which [the Stamp Act] is founded, 

I may very consistently recommend a Submission to the Law, whilst it endures.” Instead, 

ordinary settlers took direct action to prevent implementation of the act. 

The Stamp Act Crisis 

Resistance to the Stamp Act began in spring 1765 and continued for nearly a year, until 

it was repealed. Patrick Henry, a newcomer to the Virginia House of Burgesses, launched 

the first wave by introducing five resolutions on May 30 and 31. His resolves passed by 

margins ranging between 22 to 17 and 20 to 19; one was rescinded and expunged from 

the record the next day. Henry had two more in his pocket that he decided not to introduce. Over the summer, the Newport Mercury printed six of Henry’s seven resolutions, 

and the Maryland Gazette printed all of them. Neither paper reported that some of the 

seven had not passed. To other colonies, Virginia seemed to have taken a far more radical position than it actually had. The last resolve printed in the Maryland Gazette claimed 

that anyone defending Parliament’s right to tax Virginia “shall be Deemed, an Enemy to 

this his Majesty’s Colony.” 

In their fall or winter sessions, eight colonial legislatures passed new resolutions condemning the Stamp Act. Nine colonies sent delegates to the Stamp Act Congress, which 

met in New York in October. It passed resolutions affirming colonial loyalty to the king 

and “all due subordination” to Parliament but condemned the Stamp and Sugar Acts. By 

1765, nearly all colonial spokesmen agreed that the Stamp Act was unconstitutional, that 

colonial representation in Parliament (urged by a few writers) was impractical because of 

the distance and the huge expense, and that therefore the Stamp Act had to be repealed. 

They accepted the idea of virtual representation within the colonies—their assemblies, they 

said, represented both voters and nonvoters in each colony—but the colonists ridiculed 

the argument when it was applied across the Atlantic. A disenfranchised Englishman who 

acquired sufficient property could become a voter, pointed out Daniel Dulany, in a pamphlet that was widely admired, even in Britain. But, Dulany explained, no colonist, no 

matter how wealthy he became, could vote for a member of Parliament. Members of 

Parliament paid the taxes that they levied on others within Britain, but they would never 

pay any tax imposed on the colonies. 

Nullification 

No matter how eloquently written, resolutions and pamphlets alone could not defeat the 

Stamp Act. Street violence might, however, and Boston showed the way, led by men calling themselves Sons of Liberty. On August 14, the town awoke to find an effigy of 

Andrew Oliver, the stamp distributor, hanging on what became the town’s Liberty Tree 

(the gallows on which enemies of the people deserved to be hanged). The sheriff admitted that he dared not remove the effigy. After dark, a crowd of men roamed the streets, 

shouted defiance at the governor and council, and demolished a new building Oliver was 

erecting that “they called the Stamp Office,” beheaded and burned Oliver’s effigy, and 

finally invaded Oliver’s home, “declaring they would kill Him.” He had already fled to a 

neighbor’s home. Thoroughly cowed, he resigned. 

On August 26, an even angrier crowd all but demolished the elegant mansion of 
Lt. Governor Thomas Hutchinson. Most Bostonians believed that, in letters to British 

friends, Hutchinson had defended and even helped to draft the Stamp Act. In fact, he had 

quietly opposed it. Shocked by the destruction of property, the militia finally appeared to 

police the streets, but when Governor Francis Bernard tried to arrest those responsible for 

the first riot, he got nowhere. Bostonians deplored the events of August 26 but approved 

those of August 14. No one was punished for either event, although the whole city knew 

that Ebenezer McIntosh, a poor shoemaker and a leader of the annual Pope’s Day (Guy 

Fawkes Day) processions, had organized both riots. 

Everywhere except Georgia, the stamp master was forced to resign before the law took 

effect on November 1. With no one to distribute the stamps, the act could not be implemented. Merchants adopted nonimportation agreements to pressure the British into 

repeal. Following Boston’s lead, the Sons of Liberty took control of the streets in other 

cities. After November 1, they agitated to open the ports and courts, which had closed 

down rather than operate without stamps. Neither the courts nor the customs officers had 

any stamps to use because nobody dared distribute them. As winter gave way to spring, 

most ports and some courts resumed business. Only Newport matched Boston’s level of 

violence, but in New York City a clash between the Sons of Liberty and the British garrison grew ugly and almost escalated into an armed encounter. Violent resistance worked. 

The Stamp Act was nullified—even in Georgia, eventually. 

Repeal 

Focus Question 

Why, in 1766, did the colonists stop resisting and rejoice over the repeal of 
the Stamp Act, even though the Revenue Act of 1766 continued to tax molasses? 

The next move was up to Britain. For reasons that had nothing to do with the colonies, 

the king dismissed Grenville in summer 1765 and replaced his ministry with a narrow 

coalition organized primarily by William Augustus, duke of Cumberland, the king’s uncle. 

An untested young nobleman, Charles Watson-Wentworth, marquess of Rockingham, 

took over the treasury. This “Old Whig” ministry had to deal with the riots in America, 

and Cumberland—the man who had sent Braddock to America in winter 1754–55—may 

have favored a similar use of force in late 1765. If so, he never had a chance to issue the 

order. On October 31, minutes before an emergency cabinet meeting on the American crisis, he died of a heart attack, leaving Rockingham in charge of the government. At first, 

Rockingham favored amending the Stamp Act, but by December he had decided on repeal. 

To win over the other ministers, the king, and Parliament, he would need great skill. 

To Rockingham, the only alternative to repeal seemed to be a ruinous civil war in America, 

but as the king’s chief minister, he could hardly tell Parliament that the world’s greatest 

empire must yield to unruly mobs. He needed a better reason for repeal. Even before the 

first American nonimportation agreements reached London on December 12 (New York 

City’s) and December 26 (Philadelphia’s), he began to mobilize the British merchants and 

manufacturers who traded with America. They petitioned Parliament to repeal the Stamp 

Act. They condemned the Grenville program as an economic disaster, and their arguments 

gave Rockingham the leverage he needed. 

Rockingham won the concurrence of the other ministers only by promising to support 

a Declaratory Act affirming Parliament’s sovereignty over the colonies. When William Pitt 

eloquently demanded repeal in the House of Commons on January 14, 1766, Rockingham 

gained a powerful, although temporary, ally. “I rejoice that America has resisted,” declared 

Pitt. “Three millions of people, so dead to all the feelings of liberty, as voluntarily to submit 

to be slaves, would have been fit instruments to make slaves of the rest.” Parliament “may 

bind [the colonists’] trade, confine their manufactures, and exercise every power whatsoever,” Pitt declared, “except that of taking their money out of their pockets without their 

consent.” 

Rockingham still faced resistance from the king, who hinted that he favored “modification” 

rather than repeal. George III appeared willing to repeal all the stamp duties except those 

on dice and playing cards, the two levies most difficult to enforce. Only Grenville, however, was ready to use the army to enforce even an amended Stamp Act. Rockingham 

brought the king around by threatening to resign, which would have forced the king to 

bring back Grenville, whom he hated. Many pro-American witnesses appeared before Parliament to urge repeal, including Benjamin Franklin, who gave a masterful performance. 

Slowly, Rockingham put together his majority. 

Three pieces of legislation ended the crisis. The first, the Declaratory Act, affirmed that 

Parliament had “full power and authority to make laws and statutes of sufficient force and 

validity to bind the colonies and people of America . . . in all cases whatsoever.” Rockingham 

resisted pressure to insert the word “taxes” along with “laws and statutes.” That omission 

permitted the colonists, who drew a sharp distinction between legislation (which, they 

conceded, Parliament had a right to pass) and taxation (which it could not), to interpret 

the act as an affirmation of their position, while nearly everyone in Britain read precisely 

the opposite meaning into the phrase “laws and statutes.” Old Whigs hoped that Parliament would never again have to proclaim its sovereign power over America. Like the royal 

veto of an act of Parliament, that power existed, explained Edmund Burke; and like the 

veto, which had not been used for almost 60 years, it should never again be invoked. The 

colonists agreed. They read the Declaratory Act as a face-saving gesture that made repeal 

of the Stamp Act possible. 

The second measure repealed the Stamp Act because it had been “greatly detrimental 

to the commercial interests” of the empire. The third, which modern historians call the 

Revenue Act of 1766, even though its preamble described it as a regulation of trade, 

reduced the duty on molasses from three pence per gallon to one penny, but imposed the 

duty on all molasses, British or foreign, imported into the mainland colonies. Although the 

act was more favorable to the molasses trade than any other measure yet passed by Parliament, it was also, beyond any doubt, a revenue measure, and it generated more income 

for the empire than any other colonial tax. Few colonists attacked it for violating the principle of no taxation without representation. In Britain, it seemed that the colonists objected 

to internal taxes but would accept external duties. 

Against the advice of British friends, the colonists greeted repeal with wild celebrations. 

Over the next decade, many communities observed March 18 as the anniversary of the 

Stamp Act’s repeal. Neither side fully appreciated the misunderstandings that had made 

repeal possible or their significance. In the course of the struggle, both sides, British and 

colonial, had rejected the distinction between external and internal taxes. They could find no 

legal or philosophical basis for condemning the one while approving the other. Hardly anyone except Franklin noticed in 1766 that the difference was quite real and that the crisis had 

in fact been resolved according to that distinction. Parliament had tried to extend its authority over the internal affairs of the colonies and had failed, but it continued to collect port 

duties in the colonies, some to regulate trade, others for revenue. No one knew how to justify this division of authority, but the external–internal cleavage marked, even defined, the 

power axis of the empire, the boundary between what Parliament could do on its own and 

what, internally, only the Crown could do, and then only with the consent of the colonists. 

Another misunderstanding was equally grave. Only the riots had created a crisis severe 

enough to push Parliament into repeal. Both sides, however, preferred to believe that economic 

pressure had been decisive. For the colonies, this conviction set the pattern of resistance for the 

next two imperial crises. 

The Townshend Crisis 

The goodwill created by repeal did not last. In 1766, the king again replaced his ministry. 

This time he persuaded William Pitt to form a government. He and Pitt shared a contempt 

for the aristocratic families that had governed Britain since 1714, most of whom were now 

Rockingham Whigs. Both the king and Pitt considered factions immoral and put their faith 

in a government of “measures, not men.” Pitt appealed to men of good will from all parties, but few responded. His ministry, which included many supporters of the Grenville 

program, faced serious opposition within Parliament. Pitt compounded that problem by 

accepting a peerage as earl of Chatham, a decision that removed his compelling oratory 

from the House of Commons and left Charles Townshend as his spokesman in that chamber. A witty, extemporaneous speaker, Townshend had betrayed every leader he ever 

served. The only point of real consistency in his political career had been his hard-line attitude toward the colonies. 

The Townshend Program 

New York had already created a small crisis for Chatham by objecting to the Quartering 

Act as a disguised form of taxation without consent. Under the old rules, the army asked 

for quarters and supplies and the assembly voted them. Consent was an integral part of 

the process. Now one legislature (Parliament) was telling others (the colonial assemblies) 

what they must do. New York refused. In 1767, Parliament passed the New York 

Restraining Act, which forbade New York’s governor to sign any bill into law until the 

assembly complied with the Quartering Act. The crisis fizzled out when the governor 

bent the rules and announced that the assembly had already complied with the substance 

(if not all the specifics) of the Quartering Act before the Restraining Act went into effect. 

In the end, instead of helping the army, the Quartering Act weakened colonial loyalty to 

Britain. 

Chatham soon learned that he could not control the House of Commons from his position 

in the House of Lords. During the Christmas recess of 1766–67, he saw the extent of his failure and began to slip into an acute depression that lasted more than two years. He refused to 

communicate with other ministers or even with the king. The colonists, who admired him 

more than any other Englishman of the day, expected sympathy from his administration. 

Instead, they got Townshend, who took charge of colonial policy in spring 1767. 

A central aspect of Townshend’s annual budget, the Townshend Revenue Act of 1767 

imposed new duties in colonial ports on certain imports that the colonies could legally 

buy only from Britain: tea, paper, glass, red and white lead, and painter’s colors. But 

Townshend also removed more duties on tea within Britain than he could offset with the 

new revenue collected in the colonies. Revenue, clearly, was not his object. The statute’s 

preamble stated his real goal: To use the new American revenues to pay the salaries of 

governors and judges in the colonies, thereby freeing them from dependence on the 

assemblies. This devious strategy aroused suspicions of conspiracy in the colonies. Many 

sober provincials began to believe that, deep in the recesses of the British government, 

men really were plotting to deprive them of their liberties. 

Other measures gave appellate powers to the vice-admiralty courts in Boston, Philadelphia, 

and Charleston and created a separate American Board of Customs Commissioners to 

enforce the trade and revenue laws in the colonies. The board was placed in Boston, where 

resistance to the Stamp Act had been fiercest, rather than in Philadelphia, which had been 

rather quiet in 1765 and would have been a much more convenient location. Townshend 

was eager for confrontation. 

The British army also began to withdraw from nearly all frontier posts and concentrate 

near the coast. Although the primary motive was to save money, the implications were 

striking. It was one thing to keep an army in America to guard the frontier and then ask 

the colonists to pay part of its cost, but an army far distant from the frontier presumably 

existed only to police the colonists. Why should they pay any part of its cost if its role was 

to enforce policies that would deprive them of their liberties? 

Townshend ridiculed the distinction between internal and external taxes, a distinction 

that he attributed to Chatham and the colonists, but he declared that he would honor it 

anyway. After winning approval for his program, he died suddenly in September 1767 and 

passed on to others the dilemmas he had created. Frederick, Lord North, replaced him as 

chancellor of the exchequer. Chatham resigned, and Augustus Henry Fitzroy, duke of 

Grafton, became prime minister. 

Resistance: The Politics of Escalation 

The external–internal distinction was troublesome for the colonists. Since 1765, they had 

objected to all taxes for revenue, but in 1766, they had accepted the penny duty on 

molasses with few complaints. Defeating the Townshend Revenue Act would prove tougher 

than nullifying the Stamp Act. Parliament had never been able to impose its will on the 

internal affairs of the colonies, as the Stamp Act fiasco demonstrated, but it did control the 

seas. Goods subject to duties might arrive aboard any of hundreds of ships from Britain 

each year, but screening the cargo of every vessel threatened to impose an enormous, perhaps impossible burden on the Sons of Liberty. A policy of general nonimportation would 

be easier to implement, but British trade played a bigger role in the colonial economy than 

North American trade did in the British economy. To hurt Britain a little, the colonies 

would have to harm themselves a lot. 

The colonists divided over strategies of resistance. The radical Boston Gazette called 

for complete nonimportation of all British goods. The merchants’ paper, the Boston 

Evening Post, disagreed. In October, the Boston town meeting encouraged greater use of 

home manufactures and authorized voluntary nonconsumption of British goods, but there 

was no organized resistance against the new measures, and the Townshend duties became 

operative in November 1767 with little opposition. A month later, John Dickinson, a 

Philadelphia lawyer, tried to rouse his fellow colonists to action through 12 urgent letters 

printed in nearly every colonial newspaper. These Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania 

denied the distinction between internal and external taxes, insisted that all parliamentary 

taxes for revenue violated the colonists’ rights, and speculated darkly about Townshend’s 

motives. 

Massachusetts again set the pace of resistance. In February 1768, its assembly petitioned the king, not Parliament, against the new measures. Without waiting for a reply, 

it also sent a Circular Letter to the other assemblies, urging them to pursue “constitutional measures” of resistance against the Quartering Act, the new taxes, and the use of 

Townshend revenues to pay the salaries of governors and judges. The implication was 

that, because Britain responded only to resistance, the colonies had better work 

together. 

The British ministry got the point and did not like it. Wills Hill, earl of Hillsborough and 

secretary of state for the American colonies (an office created in 1768), responded so sharply 

that he turned tepid opposition into serious resistance. He ordered the Massachusetts assembly to rescind the Circular Letter and instructed all governors to dissolve any assembly that 

dared to accept it. In June 1768, the Massachusetts House voted 92 to 17 not to rescind. 

Most other assemblies had shown little interest in the Townshend program, particularly in 

the southern colonies, where governors already had fixed salaries. Even so, they bristled 

at being told what they could or could not debate. All of them took up the Circular Letter 

or began to draft their own. One by one, the governors dissolved their assemblies until 

government by consent really seemed in peril. 

The next escalation again came from Boston. On March 18, 1768, the town’s celebration of the anniversary of the Stamp Act’s repeal grew so raucous that the governor and 

the new American Board of Customs Commissioners asked Hillsborough for troops. He 

ordered General Gage, based in New York, to send two regiments from Nova Scotia to 

Boston. On June 10, before Gage could respond, a riot broke out in Boston after customs 

collectors seized John Hancock’s sloop Liberty for having smuggled Madeira wine (taxed 

under the Sugar Act) on its previous voyage. By waiting until the ship had a new cargo, 

informers and customs officials could split larger shares when the sloop was condemned. 

Terrified by the fury of the popular response, the commissioners fled to Castle William 

in Boston harbor and again petitioned Hillsborough for troops. He sent two more regiments from Ireland. 

At about this time, nonimportation at last began to take hold. Two dozen Massachusetts 

towns adopted pacts in which they agreed not to consume British goods. Boston merchants drafted a nonimportation agreement on March 1, 1768, conditional on its acceptance by New York and Philadelphia. New York agreed, but Philadelphia balked, preferring to wait and see whether Parliament would make any effort to redress colonial 

grievances. There the matter rested until the Liberty riot prompted most Boston merchants to agree to nonimportation, effective January 1. New York again concurred, but 

Philadelphia held out until early 1769, when it became obvious that Parliament would 

make no concessions. 

Spurred on by the popular but mistaken belief that the nonimportation agreements of 

1765 had forced Parliament to repeal the Stamp Act, the colonists again turned to a strategy 

of economic sanctions. Nonimportation affected only imports from Britain. Tea, consumed 

mostly by women, was the most objectionable import of all. No one tried to block the 

importation of West Indian molasses, which was essential to the rum industry of Boston 

and Newport and which brought in about £30,000 a year under the Revenue Act of 1766. 

Rum was consumed mostly by men. Some women resented the disproportionate sacrifices they 

were asked to make. On the other hand, the Sons of Liberty knew that virtually all molasses 

came from the French islands, and that nonimportation would injure only French planters and 

American manufacturers and consumers and would put no pressure on Parliament or British 

merchants. The only proven way to resist the penny duty was through smuggling. 

Believing that he held the edge with the army on its way, Governor Bernard leaked 

this news in late August 1768. The public response stunned him. The Boston town 

meeting asked him to summon the legislature, which Bernard had dissolved in June 

after it stood by its Circular Letter. When Bernard refused, the Sons of Liberty asked 

the other towns to elect delegates to a “convention” in Boston. The convention contained most of the radical members of the House of Representatives but not the conservatives. It had no legal standing in the colony’s royal government. Boston, professing alarm over the possibility of a French invasion, urged its citizens to arm themselves. 

When the convention met, it accepted Boston’s definition of colonial grievances but 

refused to sanction violence. Boston had no choice but to go along. It could not call the 

shots for the whole colony. 
An Experiment in Military Coercion 

The British fleet entered Boston harbor in battle array by October 2, 1768, and landed 

1,000 soldiers, sent by General Gage from Nova Scotia. Massachusetts had built public 

barracks—in Castle William, miles away on an island in Boston harbor, where the soldiers 

could hardly function as a police force. But according to the Quartering Act, any attempt to 

quarter soldiers on private property would expose the officer responsible to being cashiered 

from the army, after conviction before any two justices of the peace. And several prominent 

patriots, such as John Adams and James Otis, Jr., were justices. The soldiers pitched their 

tents on Boston Common. Seventy men deserted in the first week, about 7 percent of the 

force. Eventually, the soldiers took over a building that had been the Boston poorhouse. 

The regiments from Ireland joined them later. 

To warn the public against the dangers posed by a standing army in time of peace, the 

patriots compiled a “Journal of the Times,” describing how British soldiers were undermining public order in Boston—clashing with the town watch, endangering the virtue of 

young women, disturbing church services, and picking fights. The “journal” always 

appeared first as a newspaper column in some other city, usually New York. Only later was 

it reprinted in Boston, after memories of any specific incident had grown hazy. Yet violence against customs officers ceased for many months. John Mein (pronounced “mean”), 

loyalist editor of the Boston Chronicle, caricatured leading patriots (John Hancock’s generosity, for example, made him “the milch-cow of the disaffected”) and began to publish 

customs records that exposed merchants who were violating the nonimportation agreement. This information could undermine intercolonial resistance by discrediting its Boston 

leaders. Yet Britain’s experiment in military coercion seemed successful enough to justify 

withdrawal of half the soldiers in summer 1769. 

Meanwhile, when news of the Massachusetts convention of towns reached Britain, the 

House of Lords promptly escalated the crisis another notch by drafting a set of resolutions calling for the deportation of colonial political offenders to England for trial. Instead of quashing 

dissent, this threat to colonial political autonomy infuriated the southern colonies, which had 

not been deeply involved in resistance to the Townshend duties. Virginia, Maryland, and 

South Carolina now adopted nonimportation agreements. In the Chesapeake, the movement 

had more support among planters than among tobacco merchants, most of whom were Scots 

loyal to their parent firms. No enforcement mechanism was ever put in place. Charleston, 

however, took nonimportation seriously. Up and down the continent, the feeble resistance of 

mid-1768 was becoming formidable by 1769. 

The Wilkes Crisis 

John Wilkes, a member of Parliament and a radical opposition journalist, had fled into exile 

in 1763 and had been outlawed for publishing an attack on the king in his newspaper, The 

North Briton No. 45. In 1768, just as the Townshend Crisis was brewing, George III dissolved Parliament and issued writs for the usual septennial elections. Wilkes returned from 

France and won a seat for the English county of Middlesex. He then received a one-year 

sentence in King’s Bench Prison. Hundreds of supporters gathered to chant “Wilkes and 

Liberty!” or even “No Wilkes? No King!” On May 10, 1768, as the new Parliament convened, Wilkites just outside the prison clashed with soldiers who fired into the crowd, 

killing six and wounding 15. Wilkes denounced “the massacre of St. George’s Fields.” The 

House of Commons expelled Wilkes and ordered a new election, but the voters chose him 

again. Two more expulsions and two more elections took place the next year, until April 

1769 when, after Wilkes won again by 1,143 votes to 296, the exasperated House voted to 

seat the loser. 

Wilkes had created a constitutional crisis. His adherents founded “the Society of Gentlemen Supporters of the Bill of Rights,” which raised money to pay off his huge debts and 

organized a national campaign on his behalf. About one-fourth of the voters of the entire 

kingdom signed petitions demanding a new general election. Wilkites called for a reduction of royal patronage and major reforms of the electoral system. They also began the regular publication of parliamentary debates and sympathized openly with North American 

protests. Colonial Sons of Liberty began to identify strongly with Wilkes. If he lost, they 

warned, their own liberties would be in danger. Boston even printed a Wilkite parody of 

the Apostles’ Creed. It began: “I believe in Wilkes, the firm patriot, maker of number 45. 

Who was born for our good. Suffered under arbitrary power. Was banished and imprisoned.” It ended with a hope for “the resurrection of liberty, and the life of universal freedom forever. Amen.” In 1769, the South Carolina assembly borrowed £1,500 sterling from 

the colony’s treasurer and donated it to Wilkes. When the assembly passed an appropriation to cover the gift, the council rejected the bill. Because neither side would yield, the 

assembly voted no taxes after 1769 and passed no laws after 1771. Royal government 

broke down over the Wilkes question. 

The Townshend crisis and the Wilkite movement became an explosive combination. 

For the first time, many colonists began to question the decency of the British government 

and its commitment to liberty. That a conspiracy existed to destroy British and colonial 

liberty began to seem quite credible. 

The Boston Massacre 

In late 1769, the Boston Sons of Liberty turned to direct confrontation with the army, and 

the city again faced a serious crisis. The redcoats had intimidated Boston for nearly a year. 

Now Boston reciprocated. The town watch clashed with the army’s guard posts because the 

watch, when challenged by the redcoats’ call “Who goes there?” refused to give the required 

answer: “Friends.” Under English common law, soldiers could not fire on civilians without 

an order from a civil magistrate, except in self-defense when their lives were in danger. By 

the fall of 1769, no magistrate dared issue such a command. Clashes between soldiers and 

civilians grew frequent, and justices of the peace singled out the soldiers for punishment. 

At one point, when town officials tried to arrest a British officer who was commanding the 

guard at Boston Neck, Captain Ponsonby Molesworth intervened to confront a stone throwing crowd. Molesworth ordered the soldiers to bayonet anyone throwing stones who 

moved too close. Later, a Boston justice told him that, under common law, a bayonet thrust 

was not an act of self-defense against a stone, which was not a lethal weapon. Had a soldier 

killed anyone, Molesworth could have been tried for his life for issuing the order. 

By 1770, the soldiers often felt under siege. When rioters drove editor John Mein out 

of town, the army offered him no protection. “Go, Mein, to some dark corner of the world 

repair,” mocked one poet, “And spend thy life in horror and despair.” Once again the Sons 

of Liberty freely intimidated merchants who violated nonimportation. They nearly lynched 

Ebenezer Richardson, a customs informer who fired shots from his home into a stone throwing crowd and killed an 11-year-old boy. The lad’s funeral on February 26, 1770, 

became an enormous display of public mourning. Richardson, although convicted of murder, was pardoned by George III. 

After the funeral, tensions between soldiers and citizens reached a fatal climax. Off-duty 

soldiers tried to supplement their meager wages with part-time employment, a practice 

that angered local artisans, who resented the competition in the city’s depressed economy. 

On Friday, March 2, 1770, three soldiers came to John Hancock’s wharf looking for work. 

“Soldier, will you work?” asked Samuel Gray, a ropemaker. “Yes,” replied one. “Then go 

and clean my shit house,” sneered Gray. After an ugly brawl, Gray’s employer persuaded 

Colonel William Dalrymple to confine his men to barracks. Peace prevailed through the 

Puritan sabbath that ran from Saturday night to sunrise on Monday, but everyone expected 

trouble on Monday, March 5. 

After dark on Monday, fire bells began ringing throughout the town, and civilians and 

soldiers clashed at several places. A crowd hurling snowballs and rocks closed in on the 

lone sentinel guarding the hated customs house, where the king’s revenue was stored. The 

guard called for help. A corporal and seven soldiers, including two who had participated 

in the wharf brawl, rushed to his aid and loaded their weapons. Captain Thomas Preston 

took command and ordered the soldiers to drive the attackers slowly back with fixed bayonets. The crowd taunted the soldiers, daring them to fire. One soldier apparently slipped, 

discharging his musket into the air as he fell. The others then fired into the crowd, killing 

five and wounding six. One of the victims was Samuel Gray; another was Crispus Attucks, 

a man of African and Indian ancestry. 

With the whole town turning out, the soldiers were withdrawn to Castle William where, 

the Sons of Liberty insisted, they had always belonged. Preston and six of his men stood trial 

for murder and were defended, brilliantly, by two radical patriot lawyers, John Adams and 

Josiah Quincy, Jr., who believed that every accused person ought to have a proper defense. 

Preston and four of the soldiers were acquitted. The other two were convicted only of 

manslaughter, which permitted them to plead a legal technicality called “benefit of clergy.” 

They were branded on the thumb and released. The Boston Massacre,as the Sons of Liberty 

called this encounter, became the colonial counterpart to the Massacre of St. George’s Fields 

in England. It marked the failure of Britain’s first attempt at military coercion. 

Partial Repeal 

The day of the massacre marked a turning point in Britain as well, for on March 5, Lord 

North asked Parliament to repeal the Townshend duties, except the one on tea. North 

wanted them all repealed, but the cabinet had rejected complete repeal by a 5-to-4 margin. 

As with the Stamp Act, Britain had three choices: enforcement, repeal, or modification. 

North chose the middle ground that had been rejected in 1766—modification. He 

claimed to be retaining only a preamble without a statute, a vestige of the Townshend 

Revenue Act, while repealing the substance. In fact, he did the opposite. Tea provided 

nearly three-fourths of the revenue under the act. North kept the substance but gave up 

the shadow. 

This news reached the colonies just after nonimportation had achieved its greatest success 

in 1769. The colonies reduced imports by about one-third from what they had been in 

1768, but the impact on Britain was slight, partly because Britain had found a lucrative market for textiles by selling new uniforms to the Russian army. North had hoped that partial 

repeal, although it would not placate all of the colonists, would at least divide them. It did. 

Most merchants favored renewed importation of everything but tea, while the Sons of Liberty, 

most of whom were artisans, still supported broad nonimportation, a policy that would 

increase demand for their own manufactures. 

Resistance collapsed first in Newport, where smuggling had always been the preferred 

method of challenging British authority. It spread to New York City, where the boycott 

on imports had been most effective. Soon Philadelphia caved in, followed by Boston in 

October1770. By contrast, nonimportation had not caused a ripple in the import trade of 

the Chesapeake colonies. North’s repeal was followed by an orgy of importation of British 

goods, setting record highs everywhere. 

Disaffection 

Repeal in 1770 lacked the impact that it had in 1766. There was no public rejoicing, 

not even when Lord North’s government (he had replaced Grafton as prime minister in 

January1770) took further steps to reduce tension. The Quartering Act expired quietly in 

1770, some of the more objectionable features of the vice-admiralty courts were softened, 

and the Currency Act of 1764 was repealed in stages between 1770 and 1773, as even 

London began to recognize that it was harming trade. Yet North failed to restore confidence in the justice and decency of the British government. To a degree that is difficult to 

appreciate today, the empire ran on voluntarism, on trust, or what people at the time 

called “affection.” Its opposite, disaffection, had a more literal and dangerous meaning to 

them than it does now. 

Many colonists blamed one another for failing to win complete repeal of the duties. A 

Philadelphian attacked the “little dirty colony of Rhode Island” for yielding first. Bostonians lamented the “immortal shame and infamy” of New Yorkers for abandoning resistance: 

“Let them . . . be despised, hated, detested, and handed down to all future ages as the 

betrayers of their country.” A New Yorker retaliated by calling Boston “the common sewer 

of America into which every beast that brought with it the unclean thing has disburthened 

itself.” These recriminations, gratifying as they must have been to British officials, actually 

masked a vast erosion of trust in the imperial government. The colonists were angry with 

one another for failing to appreciate how menacing British policy still was. The tea duty 

continued to proclaim Parliament’s sovereignty over the colonies. It remained a sliver in a 

wound that would not heal. 

That fear sometimes broke through the surface calm of the years from 1770 to 1773. 

Rhode Islanders had often clashed with customs officers and had even fired on the king’s 

ships once or twice without stirring much interest in other colonies. Then, in 1772, a predatory customs vessel, the Gaspée, ran aground near Providence while pursuing some peaceful 

coastal ships. After dark, men with blackened faces boarded the Gaspée, wounded its captain, and burned the ship. Britain sent a panel of dignitaries to the colony with instructions 

to send the perpetrators to England for trial. The inquiry failed because no one would talk. 

Twelve colonial assemblies considered this threat so ominous that they created permanent committees of correspondenceto keep in touch with one another and to anticipate 

the next assault on their liberties. Even colonial moderates now believed that the British 

government was conspiring to destroy liberty in America. When Governor Hutchinson 

announced in 1773 that, under the Townshend Act, the Massachusetts Superior Court justices would receive their salaries from the imperial treasury, Boston created its own committee of correspondence and urged other towns to do the same. Boston’s role in the 

“patriot” cause had grown dramatically since the convention of 1768, and Bostonians such 

as John Adams had become the major spokesmen for the resistance movement. A plot to 

destroy their liberties now seemed plausible to many colonials. Hutchinson, amused at 

first, grew alarmed when most towns of any size followed Boston’s lead. That there was a 

plot to destroy their liberties seemed obvious to them. 

The Boston Massacre trials and the Gaspée affair convinced London that it was pointless to prosecute individuals for politically motivated crimes. Whole communities would 

have to be punished. That choice brought the government to the edge of a precipice. Was 

the empire held together by law and consent, or only by force? The use of force against 

entire communities could lead to outright war, and war is not and cannot be a system of 

justice. The spread of committees of correspondence within Massachusetts and throughout the colonies suggested that settlers who had been unable to unite against New France 

at Albany in 1754 now deemed unity against Britain essential to their liberties. By 1773, 

several New England newspapers were calling on the colonies to create a formal union. 

In effect, the Townshend crisis never ended. With the tea duty standing as a symbol 

of Parliament’s right to tax the colonies without their consent, genuine imperial harmony was becoming impossible. North’s decision to retain the tea tax in 1770 did not 

guarantee that armed resistance would break out five years later, but it severely narrowed the ground on which any compromise could be built. The price of miscalculation 

had grown enormously. 

Internal Cleavages: The Contagion of Liberty 

Any challenge to British authority carried high risks for prominent families in the colonies. 

They depended on the Crown for their public offices, official honors, and government 

contracts, which in turn ratified their status at the top of society. After the Stamp Act crisis, these families faced a dilemma. The Hutchinsons of Massachusetts kept on good terms 

with Britain while incurring the scorn and even hatred of many of their neighbors. John 

Hancock, the Livingstons of New York, and most of the great planters in the southern 

colonies championed the grievances of their communities but alienated British authorities. 

The Townshend crisis was a far more accurate predictor of future behavior than response 

to the Stamp Act had been. Nearly everyone had denounced the Stamp Act, including such 

future loyalists as Daniel Dulany of Maryland. By contrast, the merchants and lawyers who 

resisted nonimportation in 1768 were likely to become loyalists by 1775. Artisans, merchants, and lawyers who supported the boycotts, especially those who favored continuing 

them past 1770, became patriots. 

But the patriot leaders also faced challenges from within their own ranks. Artisans, 

who had mobilized to resist Britain in 1765 and 1769, demanded more power, and tenant farmers in the Hudson valley protested violently against their landlords. In Boston, 

where the economy had been faltering since the 1740s while taxes remained high, 

Britain’s policies bore hard on the town and gave an angry edge to its protests. Boston’s 

radical artisans set the pace of resistance in every imperial crisis. In New York City, 

Philadelphia, and Charleston, artisans began to play a much more assertive role in public 

affairs. 

The Feudal Revival and Rural Discontent 

Tensions increased in the countryside as well as in the cities. Three processes intensified 

discontent in rural areas: a revival of old proprietary charters, massive foreign immigration, and the settlement of the backcountry. 

Between about 1730 and 1750, the men who owned 17th-century proprietary charters or manorial patents began to see, for the first time, the prospect of huge profits by 

enforcing these old legal claims. The great estates of the Hudson valley had attracted few 

settlers before the mid-18th century, and those who arrived first had received generous 

leases. By the 1750s, however, a typical manor lord was taking in between £1,000 and 

£2,000 per year, while the Livingston and Van Rensselaer families did much better. As 

leases became more restrictive and as New Englanders swarmed into New York, discontent 

increased. In 1753, the proprietor of Livingston Manor had difficulty putting downYankee 

rioters, and discontent spread throughout the Hudson valley over the next decade. In 

1766, several thousand angry farmers, inspired by the Stamp Act riots, took to the fields and 

the roads to protest the terms of their leases. They threatened to kill the lord of Livingston 

Manor or to pull down the New York City mansions of absentee landlords. Supported by 

some of the city’s most prominent Sons of Liberty, the colony called in redcoats to suppress them. New York’s experience exposed the difficulties of uniting urban and rural 

radicals in a common cause. But when New York landlords also tried to make good their 

claims to the upper Connecticut valley, the Yankee settlers utterly defied them, set up 

their own government, and, after a long struggle, ultimately became the independent 

state of Vermont. 

The proprietors of East New Jersey claimed much of the land being worked by descendants of the original settlers of Newark and Elizabethtown, who thought they owned their 

farms. The proprietors, in firm control of the law courts, planned to sell or lease the land, 

either to the current occupants or to newcomers. After they expelled several farmers and 

replaced them with tenants, the farmers retaliated. A succession of land riots, in which 

farms were burned and jails were broken open, rocked much of northern New Jersey for 

10 years after 1745. The proprietary intruders were driven out, and the riots stopped, but 

tensions remained high. 

Maryland and Pennsylvania had brought few returns to the Calvert and Penn families 

before 1730, but over the next three or four decades, both families organized land sales 

much more carefully and began to collect quitrents. Frederick, the seventh and last Lord 

Baltimore, milked Maryland for the princely income of £30,000 sterling per year until his 

death in 1771. The Penns enjoyed similar gains in Pennsylvania, although more slowly. 

Their landed income rose to about £15,000 or £20,000 in the 1760s and then soared to 

£67,000 in 1773, only to fall sharply as the Pennsylvania government disintegrated over 

the next three years. With more than half of their land still unsettled, they seemed about 

to turn their colony into the most lucrative piece of real estate in the Atlantic world. But 

their reluctance to contribute to the war effort in the 1750s had so angered Benjamin 

Franklin that, with the assembly’s support, he went to London to urge the Crown to make 

Pennsylvania a royal colony. This effort weakened the colony’s resistance to both the 

Stamp Act and the Townshend Act. Meanwhile Connecticut settlers, who claimed they 

had bought Pennsylvania’s Wyoming valley from the Indians at the Albany Congress of 

1754, rejected the Penns’ authority, claimed all of northern Pennsylvania on the basis of 

Connecticut’s sea-to-sea charter and, aided by the Paxton Boys, set off a small civil war 

there in the 1770s. 

In Virginia, Thomas, the sixth baron Fairfax, acquired title to the entire northern neck 

of the colony (the land between the Potomac and the Rappahannock rivers), which Charles II 

had granted to two courtiers in the mid-17th century. By 1775, the Fairfax estate’s 5 million 

acres contained 21 counties. He received £5,000 per year from his holdings, but he muted 

criticism by moving to the colony and setting himself up as a great planter and a patron of 

youthful George Washington. 

In North Carolina, John Carteret, earl of Granville—the only heir of the original Carolina 

proprietors who refused to sell his share to the Crown in the 1720s—consolidated his 

claim as the Granville District after 1745. Although still living in England, he received 

an income of about £5,000 per year. The Granville District embraced more than half of 

North Carolina’s land and two-thirds of its population, deprived the colony of revenue 

from land sales and quitrents within the district, and forced North Carolina to resort to 

direct taxation. For several years after Granville’s death in 1763, his land office 

remained closed. Disgruntled settlers often rioted when they could not gain title to 

their lands. 

Taken together, the claims of New York’s manor lords, the New Jersey proprietors, and 

the Penn, Baltimore, Fairfax, and Granville families blanketed the colonies from New York 

to North Carolina. They were the biggest winners in America’s feudal revival, the use of 

old charters to pry income from the settlers. 

The Regulator Movements in the Carolinas 

Massive immigration from Europe, mostly through Philadelphia, and the settlement of the 

backcountry created severe social tensions. Most immigrants were Scottish or Scots-Irish 

Presbyterians, Lutherans, or German Reformed Protestants. They were dissenters from the 

prevailing faith in the colonies they entered, whether it was the Quaker religion in Pennsylvania or the Church of England from Maryland to Georgia. They angered Indians by 

squatting on their land and, quite often, by murdering those who were in their way— 

behavior that the Paxton Boys’ march on Philadelphia in 1763 attempted to justify. In the 

Carolina backcountry, the newcomers provoked the Cherokee War of 1759–61, which 

brutalized and demoralized the whole region. 

After the Cherokee War, bands of outlaws, men who had been dislocated by the war, 

began roaming the countryside, plundering the more prosperous farmers and often raping 

their wives and daughters. As the violence peaked between 1765 and 1767, the more 

respectable settlers organized themselves as “regulators” (a later generation would call 

them “vigilantes”) to impose order in the absence of any organized government. Although 

South Carolina claimed jurisdiction over the backcountry, the colony’s law courts were 

located in Charleston, more than 100 miles to the east. Even though most of the white 

settlers now lived in the backcountry, they elected only 2 of the 48 members of South 

Carolina’s assembly. In effect, they had no local government. 

After obtaining commissions from Charleston as militia officers and justices of the peace, 

the regulators chased the outlaws out of the colony, many of them into North Carolina. They 

then imposed order on what they called the “little people,” poor settlers who often made a 

living as hunters, many of whom may have aided the outlaws. The discipline imposed by the 

regulators, typically whippings and forced labor, outraged their victims, who organized as 

“moderators” and got their own commissions from the governor. With both sides claiming 

legality, about 600 armed regulators confronted an equal force ofmoderators at the Saluda 

River in 1769. Civil war was avoided only by the timely arrival of an emissary from the 

governor bearing a striking message: South Carolina would finally bring government to the 

backcountry by providing a circuit court system for the entire colony. Violence ebbed, 

but tensions remained severe. 

In North Carolina, the backcountry’s problem was corruption, not the absence of government. The settlers, mostly immigrants pushing south from Pennsylvania, found the 

county courts under the control of men with strong blood or business ties to powerful 

families in the eastern counties. Because county officials were appointed by the governor, 

political success required gaining access to his circle. These justices, lawyers, and merchants seemed to regard county government as an engine for fleecing farmers through 

regressive poll taxes, fees, and court costs, and through suits for debt. North Carolina’s 

regulator movement arose to reform these abuses. The backcountry counties contained 

more than half the colony’s population, but they elected only 17 of the 78 assemblymen. 

In 1768, the regulators refused to pay taxes in Orange County, which was part of the 

Granville District. Governor William Tryon mustered 1,300 eastern militiamen, one-sixth of 

whom were officers, including more than half of the assemblymen from the eastern counties. 

With 8 generals and 14 colonels, and led by an elite unit of Gentlemen Volunteer Light 

Dragoons,this force overawed the regulators for a time. Then, in a bid for a voice in the 1769 

assembly, the regulators managed to capture six seats. These new assemblymen called for the 

secret ballot, fixed salaries (instead of fees) for justices and other officials, and a land tax rather 

than poll taxes, but they were outvoted by the eastern majority. After losing ground in the 

1770 election, they stormed into Hillsborough, closed the Orange County Court, and whipped 

Edmund Fanning, a Yale graduate whose lust for fees had made him the most detested official 

in the backcountry. They also seized the court docket and scribbled unflattering comments 

next to many of the names of their creditors. In early 1771, Tryon responded by marching 

1,000 militiamen westward, who defeated a force of more than 2,000 poorly armed regulators 

at the battle of Alamance Creek. Seven regulators were hanged, and many fled the colony. 

North Carolina entered the struggle for independence as a bitterly divided society. 

Slaves and Women 

Focus Question 

Ever since the ancient world, Christians had insisted that sin is a form of slavery. Why did 

it take them over 1,500 years to conclude that enslaving others might be a grievous sin? 

In Charleston, South Carolina, in 1765, the Sons of Liberty marched through the streets 

chanting “Liberty and No Stamps.” To their amazement, slaves organized a parade of their 

own, shouting, “Liberty! Liberty!” Merchant Henry Laurens tried to convince himself that 

they probably did not know the meaning of the word. 

Around the middle of the 18th century, slavery came under serious attack for the first 

time. An antislavery movement arose on both sides of the Atlantic and attracted both future 

patriots and loyalists. In the 1740s and 1750s, Benjamin Lay, John Woolman, and Anthony 

Benezet urged fellow Quakers to free their slaves. In the 1750s, the Quaker Yearly Meeting 

placed the slave trade off limits and finally, in 1774, forbade slaveholding altogether. Any 

Friend who did not comply by 1779 would be disowned. Britain’s Methodist leader John 

Wesley, in almost every other respect a social conservative, also attacked slavery, as did 

several colonial disciples of Jonathan Edwards. Two and three decades after the Great 

Awakening, many evangelicals began to agree with the message of South Carolina’s Hugh 

Bryan in 1742, that slavery was a sin. 

By the 1760s, supporters of slavery found that they now had to defend the institution. 

Hardly anyone had bothered to do so earlier, because a social hierarchy seemed necessary and 

inevitable, and slavery simply marked the bottom extreme. As equal rights became a popular 

topic, however, some began to suggest that all people could claim these rights, and slavery 

came under attack. In Scotland, Adam Smith, the most original economist of the age, praised 

African slaves for their “magnanimity,” which, he claimed, “the soul of the sordid master is 

scarce capable of conceiving.” Arthur Lee, a Virginian, defended the character of his fellow 

planters against Smith’s charge but discovered that he could not justify slavery, “always the 

deadly enemy to virtue and science.” Patrick Henry agreed. Slavery, he wrote, “is as repugnant 

to humanity as it is inconsistent with the Bible and destructive of liberty.” He did keep slaves, 

but only because of “the general inconvenience of living without them. I will not, I cannot justify it.” In England, Granville Sharp, an early abolitionist, brought the Somerset case before 

the Court of King’s Bench in 1771 and compelled a reluctant Chief Justice William Murray, 

baron Mansfield, to declare slavery incompatible with the “free air” of England. That decision 

gave England’s 10,000 or 15,000 blacks a chance to claim their freedom. 

New Englanders began to head in similar directions. Two women, Sarah Osborn and 

Phillis Wheatley, played leading roles in the movement. Osborn, an English immigrant to 

Newport, Rhode Island, and a widow, opened a school in 1744 to support her family. A 

friend of revivalist George Whitefield, she also taught women and blacks and began holding evening religious meetings, which turned into a big local revival. At one point in the 

1760s, about one-sixth of Newport’s Africans were attending her school. That made them 

the most literate African population in the colonies, although they were living in the colonial city most deeply involved in the African slave trade. Osborn’s students supported abolition of the slave trade and, later, of slavery itself. 

In 1761, an eight-year-old girl who would become known as Phillis Wheatley arrived 

in Boston from Africa and was purchased by wealthy John Wheatley as a servant for his 

wife, Susannah, who treated her more like a daughter than a slave and taught her to 

read and write. In 1767, Phillis published her first poem in Boston, and she visited 

London as a celebrity in 1773 after a volume of her poetry was published there. Her 

poems deplored slavery but rejoiced in the Christianization of Africans. Some of them 

supported the patriot cause, but she withheld those from the London edition. 

Soon many of Boston’s blacks sensed an opportunity for emancipation. On several 

occasions in 1773 and 1774, they petitioned the legislature or the governor for freedom, 

arguing that, although they had never forfeited their natural rights, they were being “held 

in slavery in the bowels of a free and Christian Country.” When the legislature passed a 

bill on their behalf, Governor Hutchinson vetoed it. Boston slaves made it clear to General 

Gage, Hutchinson’s successor, that they would serve him as a loyal militia in exchange for 

their freedom. In short, they offered allegiance to whichever side supported their emancipation. Many patriots began to rally to their cause. “If we would look for Liberty ourselves,” the town of Medfield declared in 1773, “. . . we ought not to continue to enslave 

others but immediately set about some effectual method to prevent it for the future.” 

The patriots could look to another group of allies as well. Many women became indispensable to the broader resistance movement. They could not vote or hold office, but without their willing support, nonimportation would have been not just a failure, but a fiasco. 

In thousands of households, women joined the intense discussions about liberty and agreed 

to make homespun clothing to take the place of imported British textiles. Freedom’s ferment made a heady wine. After 1773, any direct challenge to British power would trigger 

enormous social changes within the colonies. 

The Last Imperial Crisis 

The surface calm between 1770 and 1773 ended when Lord North moved to save the East 

India Company, Britain’s largest corporation, from bankruptcy. The company was being 

undersold in southeastern England and the colonies by low-priced, smuggled Dutch tea, 

which left the East India Company’s warehouses bulging with millions of unsold pounds 

of its own. North’s main concern was the company, not colonial resistance to Townshend’s 

tea duty, but without solving the company’s problems, he created a colonial crisis too big 

for Britain to handle. 

The Tea Crisis 

Focus Question 

Why did the colonists start a revolution after the Tea Act of 1773 lowered the price 

of tea? 

North decided to rescue the East India Company by empowering it to undersell its Dutch 

rivals. Franklin, who was still in London as a colonial agent, reminded North that he could 

achieve that goal in the colonies by repealing the Townshend duty for sound economic 

reasons. North rejected that idea. The settlers, he thought, would hardly revolt if he 

somehow managed to give them cheap tea. His Tea Act of 1773 repealed import duties 

on tea in England but retained the Townshend duty in the colonies. In both places, 

North estimated, legal tea would be cheaper than anyone else’s. The company would 

be saved, and the settlers, by willingly buying legal tea, would accept Parliament’s 

power to tax them. 

Another aspect of the Tea Act antagonized most merchants in the colonies. The company had been selling tea to all comers at public auctions in London, but the Tea Act gave 

it a monopoly on the shipping and distribution of tea in the colonies. Only company ships 

could carry it, and a few consignees in each port would have the exclusive right to sell it. 

The combined dangers of taxation and monopoly again forged the coalition of artisans and 

merchants that had helped defeat the Stamp Act by 1766 and resist the Townshend Act by 

1769. Patriots saw the Tea Act as a Trojan horse that would destroy liberty by seducing 

the settlers into accepting parliamentary sovereignty. North also unintentionally gave a 

tremendous advantage to those determined to resist the Tea Act. He had devised an oceanic, 

or external, measure that the colonists could actually nullify despite British control of the 

seas. No one would have to police the entire waterfront looking for tea importers. The 

patriots had only to wait for the specially chartered tea ships and prevent their cargoes 

from landing. 

Direct threats usually did the job. Most tea ships quickly departed—except in Boston. 

There, Governor Hutchinson, whose sons were the local tea consignees, decided to face 

down the radicals. He refused to grant clearance papers to three tea ships that, under the 

law, had to pay the Townshend duty within 21 days of arrival or face seizure. Hutchinson meant to force them to land the tea and pay the duty. This timetable led to urgent 

mass meetings for several weeks and generated a major crisis. Finally, convinced that 

they had no other way to block the landing of the tea, Boston radicals organized the 

Boston Tea Party. Disguised as Indians, they threw 342 chests of tea, worth about 

£11,000 sterling (more than $700,000 in 2007 dollars), into Boston harbor on the night 

of December 16, 1773. 

Britain’s Response: The Coercive Acts 

This willful destruction of private property shocked both Britain and America. Convinced that 

severe punishment was essential to British credibility, Parliament passed four Coercive Acts 

during spring 1774. The Boston Port Act closed the port of Boston until Bostonians paid for 

the tea. A new Quartering Act allowed the army to quarter soldiers among civilians, if necessary. The Administration of Justice Act permitted a British soldier or official who was charged 

with a crime while carrying out his duties to be tried either in another colony or in England. Most 

controversial of all was the Massachusetts Government Act. It overturned the Massachusetts 

Charter of 1691, made the council appointive, and restricted town meetings. In effect, it made 

Massachusetts like other royal colonies. Before it passed, the king named General Gage, 

already the commander of the British army in North America, as the new governor of Massachusetts, with the clear implication that he could use military force against civilians. 

Parliament also passed a fifth law, unrelated to the Coercive Acts but significant 

nonetheless. The Quebec Act established French civil law and the Roman Catholic 

Church in the Province of Quebec, provided for trial by jury in criminal but not in civil 

cases, gave legislative but not taxing power to an appointive governor and council, and 

extended the administrative boundaries of Quebec to the area between the Great Lakes 

and the Ohio River, saving only the legitimate charter claims of other colonies. Historians now regard the act as a farsighted measure that gave French Catholics the toleration 

that the empire had denied to Acadians 20 years earlier, but settlers from New England 

to Georgia were appalled. Instead of conciliation and toleration, they saw a deliberate 

revival of the power of New France and the Catholic Church on their northern border, 

now bolstered by Britain’s naval and military might. The Quebec Act intensified the fear 

that evil ministers in London were conspiring to destroy British and colonial liberties. 

Many British colonists suspected that the autocratic government of Quebec might 

become a model for restructuring their own provinces. The settlers lumped the Quebec 

Act together with the Coercive Acts and coined their own name for all of them—the 

Intolerable Acts. 

The Radical Explosion 

The interval between passage of the Boston Port Act in March 1774 and the Massachusetts 

Government Act in May permits us to compare the response that each provoked. The Port 

Act was quite enforceable and immune to nullification by the colonists. It led to another 

round of nonimportation and to the summoning of the First Continental Congress, but the 

Government Act was nullified by the colonists. It led to war. The redcoats marching to 

Concord on April 19, 1775 were trying to enforce that act against settlers who absolutely 

refused to obey it. 

Gage took over as governor of Massachusetts in May 1774, before passage of the 

Massachusetts Government Act. In June, he closed the ports of Boston and Charlestown, 

just north of Boston. The navy gave him the power to do so. At first, Boston split over the 

Port Act. Many merchants wanted to abolish the Boston Committee of Correspondence 

and pay for the tea to avoid an economic catastrophe, but they were badly outvoted in a 

huge town meeting. Boston then called for a colonial union and for immediate nonimportation and nonconsumption of British goods. By then, some radicals were losing patience 

with nonimportation as a tactic. Britain had already shut Boston down. 

Discouraging news arrived from elsewhere. A mass meeting in New York City rejected 

immediate nonimportation in favor of an intercolonial congress. Philadelphia followed 

New York’s lead. In both cities, cautious merchants hoped that a congress might postpone 

or prevent radical measures of resistance. 

North assumed that the Coercive Acts would isolate Boston from the rest of the province, 

Massachusetts from the rest of New England, and New England from the other colonies, a 

goal that Britain would pursue through 1777. Instead, contributions began pouring in from 

all of the colonies to help Boston survive. The Stamp Act crisis and the Townshend crisis had 

been largely urban affairs. The Intolerable Acts politicized the countryside on a scale never 

seen before. When royal governors outside Massachusetts dismissed their assemblies to 

prevent them from joining the resistance movement, colonists elected provincial congresses, or conventions, to organize resistance. These bodies were much larger than the 

legal assemblies they displaced, and they mobilized far more people. As the congresses 

took hold, royal government began to collapse almost everywhere. Numerous calls for a 

continental congress made the movement irresistible. By June, it was also obvious that 

any congress would adopt nonimportation. Except for some details, that issue had been 

settled, even before the congress met, by mandates that the delegates brought with 

them. 

Yet Gage remained optimistic well into the summer. Then news of the Massachusetts 

Government Act arrived on August 6. Gage’s authority disintegrated when he tried to 

enforce the act, which marked the most dramatic attempt yet made by Parliament to 

control the internal affairs of any colony. The mandamus councilors whom Gage 

appointed to the new upper house under the act either resigned their seats or fled to 

Boston to seek the army’s protection. The Superior Court could not hold its sessions, even 

in Boston under the guns of the army, because jurors refused to take an oath under the 

new act. At the county level (the real center of royal power in the colony), popular conventions closed the courts and took charge in August and September. Gage was beginning 

to realize that none of his major objectives was achievable. 

Before this explosion of radical activity, Gage had called for a new General Court to 

meet in Salem in October. Many towns sent representatives, but others followed the 

lead of the Worcester County Convention, which in August urged all towns to elect delegates to a provincial congress in Concord, 17 miles inland, out of range of the navy. 

Although Gage revoked his call for a General Court, about 90 representatives met at 

Salem anyway. When Gage refused to recognize them, they adjourned to Concord in 

early October and joined the 200 delegates already gathered there as the Massachusetts 

Provincial Congress. That body became the de facto government of the colony and 

implemented the radical demands of the Suffolk County Convention (representing 

Boston and its hinterland), which included a purge of unreliable militia officers, the 

creation of a special force of armed “minutemen” able to respond rapidly to any emergency, and the payment of taxes to the congress in Concord, not to Gage in Boston. The 

Provincial Congress also collected military stores at Concord and created an executive 

arm, the Committee of Public Safety. North assumed that Gage’s army would uphold 

the new Massachusetts government. Instead, Gage’s government survived only where 

the army could protect it. 

The alternative to government by consent was becoming no British authority at all in 

the colony. For example, in the predawn hours of September 1, Gage dispatched soldiers 

to confiscate 250 half-barrels of gunpowder stored a few miles outside Boston. He got the 

powder, but the foray started one-third of the militia of New England marching toward 

Boston. They turned back when they were assured that no one had been killed. In later 

raids on other stores, the colonists always beat the redcoats to the powder. By October, 

Gage’s power was limited to the Boston area, which the army held. Unable to put his 3,000 

soldiers to any positive use, he wrote North on October 30 that “a small Force rather 

encourages Resistance than terrifys.” He then stunned North by asking for 20,000 redcoats, nearly as many as had been needed to conquer Canada. 

The First Continental Congress 

From 1769 into 1774, colonial patriots had looked to John Wilkes in London for leadership. At the First Continental Congress, they began relying on themselves. Twelve 

colonies (all but Georgia) sent delegates. In September 1774, they met at Philadelphia’s 

Carpenters’ Hall, a center of artisan strength. They scarcely even debated nonimportation. 

The southern colonies insisted, and the New Englanders agreed, that nonimportation 

finally be extended to molasses, which continued to generate revenue under the penny 

duty of 1766. The delegates were almost unanimous in adopting nonexportation if Britain 

did not redress colonial grievances by September 1775. Nonexportation was a much 

more radical tactic than nonimportation because it contained the implicit threat of repudiating debts to British merchants, which were normally paid off with colonial exports. 

Joseph Galloway, a Pennsylvania loyalist, submitted a plan of imperial union that 

would have required all laws affecting the colonies to be passed by both Parliament and 

an intercolonial congress, but his proposal was tabled by a vote of 6 colonies to 5. The 

Congress spent three weeks trying to define colonial rights. Everyone agreed that the 

Coercive Acts, the Quebec Act, and all surviving revenue acts had to be repealed and that 

infringements on trial by jury had to be rejected. The delegates generally agreed on what 

would break the impasse, but they had trouble finding the precise language for their 

demands. They finally affirmed the new principle of no legislation without consent—but 

added a saving clause that affirmed colonial assent to existing acts of Parliament that regulated their trade. 

Congress petitioned the king rather than Parliament because patriots no longer recognized Parliament as a legitimate legislature for the colonies. Congress explained its position in separate addresses to the people of the 13 colonies, the people of Quebec, and the 

people of Great Britain. It took two other radical steps: It agreed to meet again in May 1775 

if the British response was unsatisfactory, and it created the Association—with citizen 

committees in every community—to enforce its trade sanctions against Britain. Most 

towns and counties heartily embraced the idea, and perhaps 7,000 men served on such 

committees during winter 1774–75. In approving the Association, Congress began to act 

as a central government for the United Colonies. 

Toward War 

The news from Boston and Philadelphia shook the North ministry. “The New England 

Governments are in a State of Rebellion,” George III wrote North, “blows must decide 

whether they are to be subject to this Country or independent.” Although Franklin kept 

assuring the British that Congress meant exactly what it said, both North and the opposition assumed that conciliation could be achieved on lesser terms. Edmund Burke, who 

had been out of office since 1766, urged a return to pre-1763 understandings without 

explaining how to restore the loyalty that had made them workable. “A great empire and 

little minds go ill together,” he cautioned in an eloquent speech urging conciliation. 

Lord Chatham (William Pitt) introduced a bill to prohibit Parliament from taxing the 

colonies, to recognize the Congress, and even to ask Congress to provide revenue for 

North American defense and to help pay down the national debt. When a spokesman for 

North’s ministry challenged him, Chatham retorted that his plan, if implemented, “must 

annihilate your power . . . and at once reduce you to that state of insignificance for which 

God and nature designed you.” Neither plan passed. 

The initiative lay with Lord North, who still had vague hopes for a peaceful solution, but 

in January 1775, he took a step that made war inevitable. He ordered Gage to send troops 

to Concord, destroy the arms stored there, and arrest John Hancock and Samuel Adams. 

Only after sending this dispatch did he introduce his own Conciliatory Proposition. Parliament pledged that it would tax no colony that met its share of the cost of imperial defense 

and paid proper salaries to its royal officials, but Britain would use force against delinquent 

colonies. To reassure hard-liners that he was not turning soft, he introduced the New England 

Restraining Act on the same day. It barred New Englanders from the Atlantic fisheries and 

prohibited all commerce between New England and any place except Britain and the British 

West Indies, precisely the trade routes that Congress had resolved to block through nonimportation. Both sides were now committed to economic sanctions. 

North’s orders to Gage arrived before his Conciliatory Proposition reached America, 

and Gage obeyed. He hoped to surprise Concord with another predawn march, but 

Boston radicals knew about the expedition almost as soon as the orders were issued. They 

had already made careful preparations to alert the whole countryside. Their informant, in 

all likelihood, was Gage’s wife, Margaret Kemble Gage, a New Jerseyan by birth. At 2 A.M. 

on the night of April 18–19, about 700 grenadiers and light infantry began their march 

toward Concord. Paul Revere, a Boston silversmith who had done as much as anyone to 

create the information network that he now set in motion, galloped west with the news 

that “The redcoats are coming!” When he was captured past Lexington by a British patrol, 

Dr. Samuel Prescott, who was returning from a lady friend’s house at the awkward hour 

of 1 A.M., managed to get the message through to Concord. As the British approached 

Lexington Green at dawn, they found 60 to 70 minutemen drawn up to face them. The 

outnumbered militia began to withdraw. Then somebody—probably a colonial bystander 

but  possibly a British soldier—fired the first shot in what became the Battle of Lexington. 

Without orders, the British line opened fire, killing eight and wounding nine. From every 

direction, like angry hornets, the countryside surged toward them. Secrecy had become 

pointless, and the British broke out their regimental fifes and drums. Cheered by the 

tunes, they marched west toward Concord and into another world war. 

The Improvised War 

In April 1775, neither side had a plan for winning a major war. Gage’s soldiers were trying to enforce acts of Parliament. The militia were fighting for a political regime that Parliament was determined to change. They drove the British from Concord Bridge and 

pursued them all the way to Boston. Suffering only 95 casualties, the militia inflicted 273 

on the British. Had a relief force not met the battered British survivors east of Lexington, 

all of them might have been lost. 

Lacking an adequate command or supply structure, the colonists besieged Boston. After 

two months, Gage finally declared that all settlers bearing arms, and those who aided 

them, were rebels and traitors. He offered to pardon anyone who returned to his allegiance, except John Hancock and Samuel Adams. Instead of complying, the besiegers escalated the struggle two days later. They fortified the high ground on Breed’s Hill (next to 

Bunker Hill) near Charlestown and overlooking Boston. The British sent 2,400 men, one fifth of the garrison, to take the hills on June 17. Merely by seizing Charlestown Neck, a 

smaller force could have cut off the Yankee militia at low risk to itself. Instead, to prove 

that civilians had no chance against a regular army, General William Howe launched three 

frontal attacks. Secure behind their defenses, the settlers shot more than 1,000 of the 

attackers, including 92 officers (about one-sixth of those lost in the entire war), before they 

ran out of ammunition and withdrew. The defenders suffered about 370 casualties, nearly 

all during the retreat. (See Map 5.3, Lexington, Concord, and Boston, 1775, in the 

color insert following page 288.) 

For the moment at least, patriotism seemed to make colonial farmers and artisans a 

match for Britain’s professional army, but as the war progressed, “Bunker Hillism” became 

a dangerous delusion. Time after time, Americans fortified a hill and then waited for the stupid frontal assault that never came. The British got the message at Bunker Hill. A few more 

such victories, reflected one of them, and no one would be left alive to carry the news to 

London. 

Well into 1776, both sides fought an improvised war. In May 1775, Vermont and Massachusetts militia took Fort Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain and seized the artillery and 

gunpowder that would be used months later to end the siege of Boston. Crown Point also 

fell. With nearly all of their forces in Boston, the British were too weak to defend other 

positions or to intervene in the short Indian conflict, Lord Dunmore’s War, that broke out 

in the upper Ohio valley in 1774. The collapse of royal government meant that the rebels 

now controlled the militia and most of the royal powder houses. 

The militia became the key to political allegiance. Compulsory service with the militia 

politicized many waverers, who decided that they really were patriots when a redcoat shot 

at them or when they drove a loyalist into exile. The militia kept the countryside committed to the Revolution wherever the British army was too weak to overwhelm them. 

The Second Continental Congress 

When the Second Continental Congress met in May 1775, it inherited the war. For 

months it pursued the conflicting strategies of resistance and conciliation. It voted to turn 

the undisciplined men besieging Boston into a Continental Army. As in earlier wars, the 

soldiers were volunteers who expected to serve for only a few months, or a single campaign. In the absence of royal authority, they elected their officers, who tried to win their 

obedience through persuasion, not command. Supplying the soldiers with food and munitions 

became a huge problem. 

Most of the men were Yankees who would have preferred to serve under their own 

officers, but Congress realized that a successful war effort would have to engage the 

other colonies as well. On June 15, at the urging of John Adams of Massachusetts, Congress made George Washington of Virginia commanding general. When Washington 

took charge of the Continental Army, he was appalled at the poor discipline among the 

soldiers and their casual familiarity with their officers. He insisted that officers behave 

with a dignity that would instill obedience, and as the months passed, most of them won 

his respect. As the year ended, however, nearly all of the men went home, and Washington had to train a new army for 1776. Regardless, enthusiasm for the cause remained 

strong, and fresh volunteers soon filled his camp. 

In June 1775, Congress authorized an invasion of Canada, designed to win over the 

French before they could side with the British and attack New York or New England. Two 

forces of 1,000 men each moved northward. One, under General Richard Montgomery, 

took Montreal in November. The other, commanded by Colonel Benedict Arnold, advanced 

on Quebec through the Maine forests and laid siege to the city, where Montgomery joined 

Arnold in December. With enlistments due to expire at year’s end, they decided to 

assault the city, partly to get maximum service out of their men and partly to inspire some 

of them to reenlist. Their attack in a blizzard on December 31 was a disaster. Nearly half 

of the 900 men still with them were killed, wounded, or captured. Montgomery was 

killed and Arnold wounded. Both were hailed as American heroes. 

The colonial objective in this fighting was still to restore government by consent under 

the Crown. After rejecting Lord North’s Conciliatory Proposition out of hand, Congress 

approved an Olive Branch Petition to George III on July 5, 1775, in the hope of ending the 

bloodshed. Moderates, led by John Dickinson, strongly favored the measure. The petition 

affirmed the colonists’ loyalty to the Crown, did not even mention “rights,” and implored the 

king to take the initiative in devising “a happy and permanent reconciliation.” Another document written mostly by Virginia’s Thomas Jefferson, “The Declaration of the Causes and 

Necessities of Taking Up Arms” set forth the colonies’ grievances and justified their armed 

resistance. “We have counted the cost of this contest,” Jefferson proclaimed, “and find nothing so dreadful as voluntary slavery.” Like the Olive Branch Petition, the declaration assured 

the British people “that we mean not to dissolve that Union which has so long and so happily subsisted between us.” It reached London along with news of Bunker (Breeds) Hill. 

George III replied with a formal proclamation of rebellion on August 23. The king’s refusal 

to receive this moderate petition strengthened colonial radicals. 

Congress began to function increasingly like a government, but with few exceptions, it 

assumed royal rather than parliamentary powers, which were taken over by the individual 

colonies. Congress did not tax or regulate trade, beyond encouraging nonimportation. It 

passed no laws. It took command of the Continental Army, printed paper money, opened 

diplomatic relations with Indian nations, took over the postal service, and decided which 

government was legitimate in individual colonies—all functions previously performed by 

the Crown. In short, Congress thought of itself as a temporary plural executive for the continent, not as a legislature. 

War and Legitimacy, 1775–1776 

Focus Question 

How and why did a resistance movement, dedicated to protecting the colonists’ 

right as Englishmen, end by proclaiming American independence instead? 

Throughout 1775, the British reacted with fitful displays of violence and grim threats of 

turning slaves and Indians against the settlers. When the weak British forces could neither 

restore order nor make good on their threats, they conciliated no one, enraged thousands, 

and undermined British claims to legitimacy. The navy burned Falmouth (now Portland), 

Maine, in October. On November 7, John Murray, earl of Dunmore and governor of Virginia, 

offered freedom to any slaves of rebel planters who would join his 200 redcoats. About 

800 slaves mustered under his banner only to fall victim to smallpox after the Virginia 

militia defeated them in a single action. On January 1, Dunmore bombarded Norfolk in 

retaliation, setting several buildings ablaze. The patriot militia, who considered Norfolk a 

loyalist bastion, burned the rest of the city and then blamed Dunmore for its destruction. 

Overall, his campaign undermined whatever loyalist sentiment survived among Virginia 

planters beyond Norfolk. 

British efforts suffered other disasters in Boston and the Carolinas. The greatest colonial 

victory came at Boston, where most of the British army lay virtually imprisoned. On March 

17, 1776, after Washington fortified Dorchester Heights south of the city and brought 

heavy artillery (from Ticonderoga) to bear on it, the British pulled out and sailed for Nova 

Scotia. A loyalist uprising by Highland Scots in North Carolina was crushed at Moore’s 

Creek Bridge on February 27, and a British naval expedition sent to take Charleston was 

repulsed with heavy losses in June. Cherokee attacks against Virginia failed in 1776 because 

they occurred after Dunmore had left and did not fit into any larger general strategy. Before 

spring turned to summer, patriot forces had won control of the territory of all 13 colonies. 

Except in East and West Florida, Quebec, and Nova Scotia, the British had been driven 

from the continent. 

Independence 

George III’s dismissal of the Olive Branch Petition left moderates no option but to yield or fight. 

In late 1775, Congress created a committee to correspond with foreign powers. By early 1776, 

the delegates from New England, Virginia, and Georgia already favored independence, but they 

knew that unless they won over all 13 colonies, the British would have the leverage to divide 

them. The British attack on Charleston in June nudged the Carolinas toward independence. 

Resistance to independence came mostly from the mid-Atlantic colonies, from New York 

through Maryland. Elsewhere, provincial congresses had supplanted the colonial assemblies in 1774 and 1775. In the middle colonies, however, both assemblies and congresses 

met and competed for the loyalties of the people. None of the five legal assemblies in the 

mid-Atlantic region ever repudiated the Crown. All of them had to be overthrown along 

with royal (or proprietary) government itself. The last royal governor to be driven from his 

post was New Jersey’s William Franklin, Benjamin’s natural son, who was arrested on June 

19, 1776, to prevent him from summoning a new session of the regular assembly. 

In the struggle for middle colony loyalties, Thomas Paine’s pamphlet, Common Sense, 

became a huge success. First published in Philadelphia in January 1776, it sold more than 

100,000 copies within a few months and reached more people than any other colonial tract 

ever had. Paine, a recent immigrant from England who had waged his own contests with the 

British government, wasted no reverence on Britain’s mixed and balanced constitution. To 

him, George III was “the Pharaoh of England” and “the Royal Brute of Great Britain.” Paine 

attacked monarchy and aristocracy as degenerate institutions and urged Americans to unite 

under a simple republican government of their own. “Reconciliation and ruin are nearly 

related,” he insisted. “There is something very absurd, in supposing a Continent to be perpetually governed by an island.” 

The British continued to alienate the colonists. The king named Lord George Germain, a 

hard-liner, as secretary of state for the American colonies, and thus as war minister. Germain 

tried to hire 20,000 Russian mercenaries, who, smirked one British official, would make 

“charming visitors at New York and civilize that part of America wonderfully.” When that 

effort failed, the British bought 17,000 soldiers from Hesse and other north German states. 

(The colonists called them all Hessians.) To Jefferson, that action was “the last stab to [the] 

agonizing affection” that had once bound together the people of Britain and North America. Disturbing (although false) rumors suggested that Britain and France were about to 

sign a “partition treaty,” dividing the eastern half of North America between them. Many 

congressmen concluded, some of them sadly, that only independence could counter these 

dangers by engaging Britain’s European enemies on America’s side. As long as conciliation 

was the goal, France would not participate, because American success would mean restoring the British empire to its former glory. But Louis XVI (1774–93) might well help the 

colonies win their independence if that meant crippling Britain. 

From April to June, about 90 communities issued calls for independence. Most of them 

looked no further back than 1775 to justify their demand. The king had placed the 

colonists outside his protection, was waging war against them, and had hired foreigners to 

kill them. Self-defense demanded a permanent separation. 

Congress finally broke the mid-Atlantic stalemate. On May 15, 1776, it voted to suppress “every kind of authority” under the British Crown, thus giving radicals an opportunity 

to seize power in Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Moderates remained in control in New York, 

Delaware, and Maryland, but they reluctantly accepted independence as inevitable. In 

early June, Congress postponed a vote on independence but named a committee of five, 

including Jefferson, John Adams, and Franklin, to prepare a declaration that would vindicate America’s decision to the whole world. 

On July 2, with the necessary votes in place, Congress passed Richard Henry Lee’s resolution “that these United colonies are, and of right, ought to be, Free and Independent 

States; . . . and that all political connexion between them, and the state of Great Britain, is, 

and ought to be, totally dissolved.” Two days later, 12 colonies, with New York abstaining 

for the time being, unanimously approved Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence, as 

amended by Congress. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 

equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 

these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness,” Congress proclaimed in what is perhaps the most famous statement ever made in American public life. Whenever “any Form 

of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or 

to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles . . . 

as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.” The longest section 

of the Declaration indicted George III as a tyrant. 

During the three days that Congress was proclaiming American independence, the first 

ships of the largest armada yet sent across the Atlantic by any European state began landing British soldiers on Staten Island. Americans celebrated the creation of their new 

republic at the very moment that they faced a military challenge more ominous than any 

they had ever confronted before. 

Conclusion 

Between 1763 and 1776, Britain and the colonies became trapped in a series of self-fulfilling 

prophecies. The British feared that without major reforms to guarantee Parliament’s control 

of the empire, the colonies would drift toward independence. Colonial resistance to the new 

policies convinced the British that a movement for independence really was under way, 

a perception that led to even sterner measures. Until a few months before it happened, 

nearly all colonists denied that they desired independence, but they began to fear that the 

British government was determined to deprive them of their rights as Englishmen. Britain’s 

policy drove them toward a closer union with one another and finally provoked armed 

resistance. With the onset of war, both sides felt vindicated. The thousands of redcoats 

heading toward America did not bode well for colonial liberties. When the colonists did 

leave the empire, British ministers believed that their predictions had finally come true. 

Both sides were wrong. The British had no systematic plan to destroy liberty in North 

America, and until winter 1775–76, hardly any colonists favored independence. But the 

three imperial crises undermined mutual confidence and brought about what no one had 

desired in 1765, or even 1774—an independent American nation. Unable to govern North 

America, Britain now faced the grim task of conquering it instead. 

