Chapter 6

The Revolutionary Republic 

The Revolutionary War killed a higher percentage of Americans who fought in it than 

any other American conflict except the Civil War. It was a civil war as well. Neighbors 

were more likely to shoot at neighbors during the Revolution than they were between 

1861 and 1865, when the geographical line separating the two sides would be much 

sharper. Twice, in 1776 and 1780, the British had a chance to win a decisive victory, but 

in both campaigns the Americans somehow rallied. The Americans won only by bringing 

in France as an ally, and France brought in Spain. 

During the war, ever more Americans began to think in crude racial categories. Ideas 

about racial inferiority clashed sharply with claims of universal rights and human equality. As settlers and Indians, whites and blacks redefined their differences, they often 

resorted to racial stereotypes. Most Indians and enslaved Africans hoped that Britain 

would win the war. 

Even as the war raged and the economy disintegrated, Americans drafted state constitutions and eloquent bills of rights that reached far beyond the racism many of them felt. 

They knew they were attempting something daring—the creation of a stable, enduring 

republic. Some European monarchies were 1,000 years old. No republic had lasted that 

long. Educated people knew a great deal about the city-states of classical Greece and about 

republican Rome—how they had called forth the noblest sentiments of patriotism for a 

time and then decayed into despotisms. Still, once Americans broke with Britain, they 

warmly embraced republicanism and never looked back. They were able to build viable 

republican governments because they grasped the voluntaristic dynamics of their society. 

They knew they had to restructure their governments through persuasive means. The use 

of force against armed fellow citizens would be self-defeating. 

The war also demonstrated how weak Congress was, even after ratification of the Articles of Confederation in 1781. Congress could not pay its debts. It could not expel the 

British from their western military posts or defeat the Indians of the Ohio country. In the 

Northwest Ordinance of 1787, Congress nevertheless announced plans to create new 

western states and to admit them to the Union as full equals of the original 13. During that 

same summer, the Philadelphia Convention drafted a new Constitution for the United 

States. After ratification by 11 states in 1787 and 1788, it went into effect in April 1789. 

The federal system it created was the most distinctive achievement of the Revolutionary 

generation. 

Hearts and Minds: The Northern War,1776–1777 

Because the men who ruled Britain believed that the loss of the colonies would be a fatal blow 

to British power, the price of patriotism escalated once independence became the goal. Britain 

raised more soldiers and larger fleets than ever before and more than doubled its national 

debt. Americans, too confident after their early successes, staggered under the onslaught. 

The British Offensive 

The first setback came in Canada. In May 1776, when a fresh British force sailed up the 

St. Lawrence River, the Americans, weakened by smallpox, had to retreat. By July, Sir Guy 

Carleton drove them back into northern New York, to Fort Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain. Both sides built ships to control that strategic waterway. Largely through Benedict 

Arnold’s efforts, the Americans held, and Carleton returned to Canada for the winter. 

Farther south, Richard, viscount Howe, admiral of the British fleet, and his brother 

General William Howe prepared an awesome striking force on Staten Island. They also 

acted as peace commissioners, with power to restore whole colonies to the king’s peace 

and to pardon individual rebels. They hoped to avoid using their huge army, but when 

they wrote George Washington to open negotiations, he refused to accept the letter 

because it did not address him as “General.” To do so would have recognized the legitimacy of his appointment. Unable to negotiate, the Howes had to fight. 

Washington had moved his army from Boston to New York City, where he had about 

19,000 men to face more than 30,000 redcoats and Hessians. Early successes had kept 

morale high among American forces and helped sustain the rage militaire (warlike enthusiasm) that had prompted thousands to volunteer in 1775 and 1776, including 4,000 veterans of 1775 who reenlisted for 1776. Although some served in the Continental Army and 

others with state militia units, the difference between the two forces was still minimal. Neither of them had formal military training, and the men in both served only for short terms. 

Washington was reluctant to abandon any large city. Against conventional military wisdom, he divided his inferior force and sent half of it from Manhattan to Long Island. Most of 

the men dug in on Brooklyn Heights, just two miles from lower Manhattan, and waited for a 

frontal attack. The British invaded Long Island, a loyalist stronghold, and on August 27, 1776, 

sent a force around the American left flank through unguarded Jamaica Pass. While Hessians 

feinted a frontal assault, the flanking force crushed the American left and rear and sent the 

survivors reeling. 

The Howes did nothing to prevent the evacuation of the rest of the American army to 

Manhattan, which occurred under the cover of a fierce nor’easter storm. Instead, the 

British opened informal talks with several members of Congress on Staten Island on September 11. The talks collapsed when the Americans insisted that the British recognize their 

independence before discussing substantive issues. Washington evacuated lower Manhattan. 

The British took New York City, much of which was destroyed on September 21 by fire, 

probably set by Americans. The Howes then appealed directly to the people to lay down 

their arms and return to British allegiance within 60 days in exchange for a full pardon. In 

southern New York state, several thousand complied. 

In October, the Howes drove Washington out of Manhattan and Westchester and then 

turned on two garrisons he had left behind. On November 16, at a cost of 460 casualties, 

the British forced 3,000 men to surrender at Fort Washington on the Manhattan side of 

the Hudson River. General Nathanael Greene, a lame Rhode Island Quaker who had given 

up pacifism for soldiering, saved his men on the New Jersey side by abandoning Fort Lee, 

including all of his supplies. 

The Howes probably could have destroyed Washington’s army on Long Island or 

Manhattan, but they knew what they were doing. British victories and the American 

reliance on short-term volunteers were destroying Washington’s army. British success 

seemed to prove that no American force could stand before a properly organized British 

army. But to capture Washington’s entire army would have been a political embarrassment, leading to massive treason trials, executions, and great bitterness. Instead, Britain’s 

impressive victories demoralized Americans and encouraged them to go home, many with 

their muskets. In September, 27,000 Americans stood fit for duty in the northern theater 

(including the Canadian border); by December, only 6,000 remained, most of whom 

intended to leave when their enlistments expired on December 31. 

The Howes’ strategy nearly worked. In December, British forces swept across New Jersey 

as far south as Burlington. They captured Charles Lee, next in command after Washington, 

and Richard Stockton, a signer of the Declaration of Independence. Several thousand New 

Jersey residents, including Stockton, took the king’s oath. To seal off Long Island Sound 

from both ends, the Howes also captured Newport, Rhode Island. Many observers thought 

the war was all but over as sad remnants of the Continental Army crossed the Delaware 

River into Pennsylvania, confiscating all boats along the way so that the British could not 

follow them. One general believed that the time had come to “bargain away the Bubble of 

Independency for British Liberty well secured.” Even Jefferson began to think about the 

terms on which a restoration of the monarchy might be acceptable. 

The Trenton-Princeton Campaign 

Washington knew he had to do something dramatic to restore morale and encourage his 

soldiers to reenlist. In mid-December, the New Jersey militia, which had been silent for 

weeks, showed him how by harassing British outposts and patrols in the Delaware valley, 

pushing the Hessian garrison at Trenton toward exhaustion. On the night of December 25, 

1776, Washington crossed the ice-choked Delaware and marched south, surprising the 

Trenton garrison at dawn in another nor’easter. At small cost to the attackers, nearly 1,000 

Hessians surrendered. The British sent their most energetic general, Charles, earl Cornwallis, south with 8,000 men to “bag the fox”—Washington and the 5,000 Continentals 

and militia still with him. Cornwallis caught him at Trenton near sunset on January 2 but 

decided to wait until dawn before attacking. British patrols watched the Delaware to prevent another escape across the river, but Washington tried nothing of the kind. Leaving 

his campfires burning, he muffled the wheels of his wagons and guns and stole around the 

British left flank, heading north. At dawn, he met a British regiment just beginning its 

march from Princeton to Trenton. The Battle of Princeton amounted to a series of sharp 

clashes in which the Americans, with a 5-to-1 edge, mauled yet another outpost. 

Washington’s two quick victories had an enormous impact on the war, although they 

inspired few reenlistments. The Howes, who until January had shown a firm grasp of revolutionary warfare, blundered in not hounding Washington’s remnant of an army to its 

destruction after Princeton, if that was still possible. Instead, afraid that Washington might 

pick off their outposts one at a time, they called in their garrisons and concentrated the 

army along the Raritan River from New Brunswick to the sea. As the British departed, the 

militia returned, asking who had sworn oaths to the king. Those who had taken the oath 

now groveled, as the price of acceptance, or fled to British lines. The Howes had encouraged loyalists to come forward and then abandoned them to the king’s enemies. For the 

rest of the winter, the militia attacked and usually defeated British patrols foraging for supplies. By spring, Howe’s forces were reduced to less than half the strength they had possessed in August. Many of the invaders had aroused fierce hatred by looting and raping 

their way across New Jersey. Together, the British and the Hessians had lost the hearts and 

minds of the settlers. In Howe’s 1777 campaign, few would be willing to declare for the 

Crown. The Revolution survived. 

The Campaigns of 1777 and Foreign Intervention 

Britain’s thoughtful strategy of 1776 gave way to incoherence in 1777. The Howes again 

had a plan for winning the war, but it required 20,000 reinforcements that did not exist. 

Instead, Lord George Germain, Britain’s war minister, ordered the Howes to take Philadelphia. 

He also sent John Burgoyne, a poet and playwright as well as a general, to Canada with 

orders to march his army south and link up with the garrison of New York City, commanded by Sir Henry Clinton. A small force under Barry St. Leger was to march down the 

Mohawk valley and threaten Albany from the west. When few reinforcements reached the 

Howes, they rejected an overland march to Philadelphia as too risky and decided to invade 

by sea, a decision that allowed Washington to shift men north to oppose Burgoyne. 

The British campaign made little sense. If the point of Burgoyne’s march was to move 

his army to New York City, he should have gone by sea. If the point was to force a battle 

with New Englanders, his army should have been larger. And if Howe’s army—Britain’s 

largest—would not challenge Washington’s, who would? 

The Loss of Philadelphia 

After Trenton and Princeton, Washington demanded stricter discipline and longer terms of 

enlistment. Congress responded by raising the number of lashes a soldier could receive 

from 39 to 100 and by promising a cash bonus to anyone enlisting for three years, and a 

land bounty to anyone serving for the duration. Congress never came close to raising the 

75,000 men it hoped for, but these new policies did create a solid foundation for a more 

experienced army. Longer terms made military training a real possibility, which in turn 

made the Continentals much more professional than the militia. 
The Continental Army acquired its own distinctive character. The men who signed up 

were often poor. About half of the New Jersey Line came from families that were not on 

the tax rolls. Some recruits were British deserters. Short-term militia, by contrast, usually 

held a secure place in their communities and were more likely than the Continentals to be 

church members. As the 1777 recruits came in, the two northern armies, swelled by militia, 

grew to about 28,000 men fit for duty—17,000 in northern New York and 11,000 under 

Washington. 

The Howes sailed south from New York with 13,000 men. When river pilots could not 

guarantee a safe ascent up the Delaware against American fire, the fleet sailed on to Chesapeake Bay and landed the troops at Head of Elk, Maryland, on August 24. The British 

marched toward Philadelphia through southeastern Pennsylvania, a region thickly populated 

with loyalists and neutral Quakers. Few militia turned out to help Washington, but most 

residents, aware of the atrocities committed in New Jersey in 1776, fled rather than greet 

the invaders as liberators. The British burned many of their abandoned farmhouses. 

After his experience in New York, Washington was wary of being trapped in a city. 

Instead of trying to hold Philadelphia, he took up strong positions at Brandywine Creek 

along the British line of march. On September 11, Howe again outmaneuvered him, drove 

in his right flank, and forced him to retreat. Congress fled to Lancaster. The British occupied Philadelphia on September 26. 
After failing to destroy a British outpost at Germantown, Washington headed west to 

Valley Forge, where the army endured a miserable winter. There, Frederich Wilhelm, 

baron von Steuben, a Prussian serving with the Continental Army who would soon 

become a major general, devised a drill manual for Americans based on Prussian standards. Through his efforts, the Continentals became far more soldierly. Other European 

volunteers also helped. From France came the marquis de Lafayette and Johann, baron de 

Kalb. The Poles sent Thaddeus Kosciuszko (a talented engineer) and Casimir, count 

Pulaski. De Kalb and Pulaski died in American service. By the last years of the war, perhaps one-fifth of all Continental officers were professional soldiers from Europe, who gave 

the American officer corps an aristocratic tone that sometimes alarmed civilians. 

Saratoga 

In northern New York, Fort Ticonderoga fell to Burgoyne on June 2, 1777, but little went 

right for the British after that. Colonel St. Leger, with 900 soldiers and an equal number 

of Indians, reached Fort Schuyler in the Mohawk valley in August and defeated 800 militia at Oriskany, but when Benedict Arnold approached with an additional 1,000 men, the 

Indians fled and St. Leger withdrew to Oswego. 

Burgoyne’s army of 7,800, advancing from Ticonderoga toward Albany, was overwhelmed 

in the upper Hudson valley. As his supply line to Canada grew longer, American militia 

swarmed behind him to cut it. When he detached 700 Hessians to forage in the Green 

Mountains, they ran into 2,600 militia raised by John Stark of New Hampshire. On August 

16 at Bennington, Vermont, Stark killed or captured nearly all of them. A relief force of 

650 Hessians was also mauled. By the time Burgoyne’s surviving soldiers reached the Hudson and started toward Albany, the Americans under Horatio Gates outnumbered them 3 

to 1. The British got as far as Bemis Heights, 30 miles north of Albany, but failed to break 

through in two costly battles, with Arnold again distinguishing himself. Burgoyne 

retreated 10 miles to Saratoga, where he surrendered his entire army on October 17. 

French Intervention 

In May 1776, Louis XVI authorized secret aid to the American rebels. A French dramatist, 

Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais, author of The Barber of Seville (1775) and later 

The Marriage of Figaro (1784), set up the firm of Roderique Hortalez et Compagnie to 

smuggle supplies through Britain’s weak blockade of the American coast. (The British navy 

had deployed most of its ships to transport and supply the army and had few left for blockade duty.) Without this aid, the Americans could not have continued the war. 

In December 1776, Benjamin Franklin arrived in France as an agent of the American 

Congress. Although the French court could not officially receive him without risking a 

declaration of war by Britain, the 70-year-old Franklin took Parisian society by storm by 

adopting simple clothes, replacing his wig with a fur cap, and playing to perfection the role 

of an innocent man of nature that French philosophes associated with Pennsylvania. 

Through Beaumarchais, he kept the supplies flowing and organized privateering raids on 

British commerce, which the French court claimed it could not stop. 

The fall of Philadelphia alarmed Foreign Minister Charles Gravier, comte de Vergennes. 

He feared that Congress might give up unless France entered the war. But Burgoyne’s defeat 

convinced Louis that the Americans could win and that intervention was a good risk. 

Franklin and Vergennes signed two treaties in February 1778. One, a commercial agreement, granted Americans generous trading terms with France. In the other, France made a 

perpetual alliance with the United States, recognized American independence, agreed to 

fight until Britain conceded independence, and disavowed all territorial ambitions on the 

North American continent. Americans could not have hoped for more. Vergennes also 

brought Spain into the war a year later. 

The Franco-American treaties stunned London. Lord North put together a plan of conciliation that conceded virtually everything but independence and sent a distinguished 

group of commissioners under Frederick Howard, earl of Carlisle, to present it to Congress 

and block the French alliance. In 1775, such terms would have resolved the imperial crisis, but in June 1778, Congress recognized them as signs of British desperation and 

rejected them out of hand. 

Americans now expected a quick victory, while the British regrouped. George III 

declared war on France, recalled the Howe brothers, and ordered General Clinton to abandon Philadelphia. Wary of being caught at sea by the French, Clinton marched overland 

to New York in June 1778. Washington’s newly disciplined army attacked his rear at Monmouth, New Jersey, and almost drove the British from the field, but the redcoats rallied 

and won a draw. Fearing a French invasion of the British Isles while most of the Royal 

Navy was in American waters, the British redeployed their forces on a global scale. They 

stood on the defensive in America through most of 1778 and 1779 and even evacuated 

Newport, but loyalists often raided Connecticut and New Jersey from their bases in 

New York City, Staten Island, and Long Island. 

Spanish Expansion and Intervention 

Like France, Spain was eager to avenge old defeats against Britain. The Spanish king, 

Charles III (1759–88), had endured the loss of Florida shortly after ascending the throne 

but had received Louisiana from France in compensation. Spanish rule there did not begin 

smoothly. In 1769, Spain suppressed a small revolt against its restrictions on trade, but in 

later years, when its trade policy became more favorable, Louisiana enjoyed a level of 

prosperity it had never before known. The province attracted 2,000 immigrants from the 

Canary Islands, perhaps 3,000 Acadian refugees, and other French settlers from the Illinois country, some of whom founded St. Louis in 1764. 
During this time, Spaniards also moved into California, partly in response to the migration 

of Russian hunters into Alaska. Spain founded San Diego in 1769. In the next few years, 

Spaniards explored the Pacific coastline as far north as southern Alaska, set up an outpost at 

San Francisco Bay, and built a series of Franciscan missions under Junípero Serra. With little 

danger from other Europeans, Spain sent relatively few soldiers to California. In fact, its California frontier duplicated many aspects of the earlier Florida missions. For the last time in the 

history of North America, missionaries set the tone for a whole province. As in Florida earlier, 

Indians died in appalling numbers from European diseases, and many objected to the harsh 

discipline of the missions. 

Charles III recognized the danger of one imperial power urging the subjects of another 

to revolt and never made a direct alliance with the United States, but in 1779, he joined 

France in its war against Britain, hoping to retake Gibraltar and to stabilize Spain’s North 

American borders. Britain held Gibraltar, but Spain overran British West Florida. At the 

end of the war, Britain ceded East Florida as well, giving Spain, for the first time in a century, control of the entire coastline of the Gulf of Mexico. 

The Reconstitution of Authority 

Focus Question 

How did American constitutionalism after 1776 differ from the British constitutional 

principles that the colonists had accepted and revered before 1776? 

In 1776, the prospect of independence touched off an intense debate among Americans 

on constitutionalism. They agreed that every state needed a written constitution to limit 

the powers of government in terms more explicit than the precedents, statutes, and customs that made up Britain’s unwritten constitution. They moved toward ever-fuller expressions of popular sovereignty—the theory that all power must be derived from the people. 

For four years, these lively debates sparked a learning process until, by 1780, Americans 

knew what they meant when they insisted that the people of a republic must be their own 

governors. 

John Adams and the Separation of Powers 

No one learned more from this process than John Adams. When Thomas Paine advocated 

a simple, unicameral legislature to carry out the people’s will, Adams took alarm. He 

replied in Thoughts on Government, a tract that influenced the men drafting Virginia’s constitution, which other states then imitated. In 1776, Adams was already moving away from 

the British notion of a “mixed and balanced” constitution, in which government by King, 

Lords, and Commons embodied the distinct social orders of British society. He was groping toward quite a different notion, the separation of powers. Government, he affirmed, 

should be divided into three branches—an executive armed with veto power, a legislature, 

and a judiciary independent of both. The legislature, he insisted, must be bicameral, so 

that each house could expose the failings of the other. A free government need not embody 

distinct social orders to be stable. It could uphold republican values by being properly balanced within itself. 

Governments exist to promote the happiness of the people, Adams declared, and happiness depends on “virtue,” both public and private. Public virtue meant “patriotism,” the 

willingness of independent householders to value the common good above their personal 

interests and even to die for their country. The form of government that rests entirely on 

virtue, Adams argued, is a republic. Americans must elect legislatures that would mirror 

the diversity of society. Britain had put the nobility in one house and the commoners in 

another, but in America, everyone was a commoner. America had no social orders. In what 

sense, then, could any government reflect American society? Adams came close to saying 

that the legislature should represent the “interests” of its citizens, but he did not face the 

implications of that argument. Should citizens enter politics to pursue selfish interests? 

What then of selfless patriotism? 

In 1776, Adams knew only that the legislature should mirror society. Unicameral legislatures, which Georgia, Pennsylvania, and Vermont all adopted, horrified him: “A single assembly, possessed of all the powers of government, would make arbitrary laws for 

their own interest, execute all laws arbitrarily for their own interest, and adjudge all controversies in their own favor,” he warned. Adams had not yet found a way to distinguish 

between everyday legislation and the power to create a constitution. While struggling to 

define what a republic ought to be, he and his admirers could not yet escape two 

assumptions on which European politics rested—that government must be sovereign, 

and that it alone could define the rights of the people. A few ordinary settlers had already 

spotted the dangers of those assumptions. As the citizens of Concord, Massachusetts, 

warned in October 1776, “A Constitution alterable by the Supreme Legislative [Power] is 

no Security at all to the Subject against any Encroachment of the Governing part on . . . 

their Rights and Privileges.” 

This concern would eventually prompt Americans, including Adams, to invent the embodiment of popular sovereignty in its purest form, the constitutional convention. But meanwhile, in 1776, most Americans still assumed that governments must be sovereign. In the 

early state constitutions, every state lodged sovereign power in its legislature and let the legislature define the rights of citizens. In 1776, the American reply to Britain’s sovereign Parliament was 13 sovereign state legislatures—14, with Vermont. 

The Virginia Constitution 

In June 1776, Virginia became the first state to adopt a permanent, republican constitution. The provincial congress (called a “convention” in Virginia), which had assumed full 

legislative powers, affirmed “that the legislative and executive powers . . . should be separate and distinct from the judiciary,” but then wrote a constitution that made the legislature supreme. It chose the governor, the governor’s council, and all judges above the level 

of justice of the peace. The governor had no veto and hardly any patronage. The lower 

house faced annual elections, but members of the upper house served four-year terms. 

George Mason drafted a declaration of rights that the Virginia delegates passed before 

approving the constitution, on the theory that the people should define their rights before 

empowering the government. The convention’s amended text affirmed human equality but 

was carefully worded to exclude enslaved people. Mason upheld the right to life, liberty, 

property, and the pursuit of happiness, condemned hereditary privilege, called for rotation in office, provided guarantees for trial by jury and due process, and extolled religious 

liberty. Legally, Virginia’s bill of rights was merely a statute, with no more authority than 

any other law, but it was eloquent, and many states copied it. 

Other states adopted variations of the Virginia model. Because America had no aristocracy, uncertainty about the proper makeup of the upper house was widespread. Some 

states imposed higher property qualifications on “senators” than on “representatives.” In 

three states, the lower house elected the upper house. Maryland chose state senators 

through an electoral college, but most states created separate election districts for senators. Most states also increased the number of representatives in the lower house. Inland 

counties, which were underrepresented in most colonial assemblies, became better represented, and men of moderate wealth won a majority of seats in most states, displacing 

the rich, who had been winning most colonial elections. Most states also stripped the governor of patronage and of royal prerogatives, such as the power to dissolve the legislature. 

At this stage, only New York empowered the governor, in conjunction with a Council of 

Revision, to reject bills passed by the legislature. 

The Pennsylvania Constitution 

In June 1776, Pennsylvania radicals overthrew Crown, proprietor, and assembly, rejected 

the leadership of both the old Quaker and Proprietary parties, and elected artisans to office 

in Philadelphia and ordinary farmers in rural areas. Until 1776, most officeholders had 

been either Quakers or Anglicans. Now, Scots-Irish Presbyterians and German Lutherans 

or Calvinists replaced most of them and drafted a new constitution in their own quest for 

legitimacy. 

Pennsylvania also came closer than any other state to recognizing the constitutional dangers of resting sovereignty solely in the government—and government’s arm, the legislature— 

rather than in the citizens. The radicals summoned a special convention whose only task 

was to write a constitution. That document established a unicameral assembly and a plural 

executive of 12 men, one of whom would preside and thus be called “president.” All 

freemen who paid taxes, and their adult sons living at home, could vote. Elections were 

annual, voting was by secret ballot, legislative sessions were open to the public, and no 

representative could serve for more than four years out of any seven. All bills were to be 

published before passage for public discussion throughout the state. Only at the next session of the legislature could they be passed into law, except in emergencies. Pennsylvania 

also created a Council of Censors to meet every seven years to determine whether the constitution had been violated. It could also recommend amendments. 

The Pennsylvania constitution, however, generated intense conflict in late 1776 as the 

British army drew near. In this emergency, the convention that drafted the constitution 

also began to pass laws, destroying any distinction between itself and the legislature it was 

creating. Likewise, the convention and the legislatures that eventually succeeded it rarely 

delayed the enactment of a bill until after the voters had had time to discuss it. The war 

lent a sense of emergency to almost every measure. Even more alarming, many residents 

condemned the new constitution as illegitimate. The men driven from power in 1776 never 

consented to it and saw no good reason why they should accept it. The radicals, calling 

themselves Constitutionalists, imposed an obligation on all citizens to uphold the constitution and then disenfranchised those who refused to support it, such as Quakers. 

These illiberal measures gave radicals a majority in the legislature into the 1780s and 

kept voter turnout low in most elections, although some men (mostly leaders of the old 

Proprietary Party) took the new oath only to form an opposition party. Called Anticonstitutionalists at first (that is, opponents of the 1776 constitution), they soon took the name 

Republicans. After the war, as the disenfranchised regained the right to vote, Republicans 

won a solid majority in the legislature, secured ratification of the federal Constitution, and 

then, in 1790, replaced the 1776 state constitution with a new one that created a bicameral legislature and an elective governor with a veto that could be overridden. 
Massachusetts Redefines Constitutionalism 

Another bitter struggle occurred in Massachusetts. After four years of intense debate, Massachusetts found a way to lodge sovereignty with the people and not with government—that is, a way 

to distinguish a constitution from simple laws. 

In response to the Massachusetts Government Act passed by Parliament in 1774, the 

colonists had prevented the royal courts from sitting. In the three western counties of 

Worcester, Hampshire, and Berkshire, they had ousted from office a group of wealthy, 

intermarried families (called “river gods” in Connecticut valley towns), most of whom 

became loyalists. The courts remained closed until the British withdrew from Boston in 

March 1776, and the provincial congress moved into the city and reestablished itself as the 

General Court under the royal charter of 1691. The legislature then reapportioned itself. 

Under the old system, most towns elected a single representative. A few (such as Salem) chose 

two. Only Boston could elect four. The new system let towns choose representatives in proportion to population. It rewarded the older, populous eastern towns at the expense of the 

lightly settled western towns. 

When the General Court also revived royal practice by appointing its own members as 

county judges and justices of the peace, the western counties exploded. Their hatred of 

the river gods extended to eastern gentlemen as well. Denouncing the “antient Mode of 

Government among us which we so much detest and abhor,” they attacked the reapportionment act and refused to reopen the courts in Hampshire and Berkshire counties. Most 

of Berkshire’s radicals were Baptists in religion and Lockeans in politics. They insisted on 

contracts or compacts as the basis of authority in both church and state and continued to 

use county conventions in place of the courts. To the Berkshire Constitutionalists, a convention was becoming the purest expression of the will of the people, superior to any legislature. These uneducated farmers set the pace in demanding a formal constitution for 

the state. 

In fall 1776, the General Court asked the towns to authorize it to draft a constitution. 

By a 2-to-1 margin, the voters agreed, a result that reflected growing distrust of the legislature. Six months earlier, hardly anyone would have questioned such a procedure. The 

legislature drafted a constitution over the next year and then, in an unusual precaution, 

asked the towns to ratify it. The voters rejected it by the stunning margin of 5 to 1. Voters angry with a particular clause were likely to condemn the whole document. Chastened, 

the General Court urged the towns to postpone the question until after the war. Hampshire County reopened its courts in April 1778, but Berkshire County threatened to secede 

from the state unless the legislature summoned a constitutional convention. Drawing upon 

John Locke, these farmers insisted that they were now in a “state of nature,” subject to no 

legitimate government. They might even join a neighboring state that had a proper constitution. At a time when Vermont was making good its secession from New York, theirs 

was no idle threat. 

The General Court gave in, and a convention met in Boston in December 1779. John 

Adams drafted a constitution that the convention used as its starting point. A constitution 

now had to be drafted by a convention, elected for that specific purpose, and then ratified 

by the people. The people would then be the source of all legitimate authority. 

In the four years since 1776, Adams’s thoughts on the separation of powers and bicameralism had matured. Like the Virginia constitution, the Massachusetts constitution began 

with a bill of rights. Both houses would be elected annually. The House of Representatives 

would be chosen by the towns, as reapportioned in 1776. Senators would be elected by 

counties and apportioned according to property values, not population. The governor would 

be elected by the people and would have a veto that two-thirds of both houses could override. 

Property qualifications rose as a man’s civic duties increased. For purposes of ratification 

only, all free adult males were eligible to vote. In accepting the basic social compact, everyone (that is, all free men) would have a chance to consent. Voters had to vote on each article separately, not on the whole document. 

During spring 1780, town meetings began the ratification process. The convention tallied the results and declared that the constitution had received the required two-thirds 

majority, but it juggled the figures on two articles, both involving religion, to get this result. 

Those articles provided for the public support of ministers and required the governor to be 

a Christian. Baptists objected to all taxes for the support of religion, and many Protestants 

wanted to exclude Catholics from the governorship. The new constitution promptly went 

into effect and, although it has often been amended, is still in force today, making it the 

world’s oldest written constitution. Starting with New Hampshire in 1784, other states 

adopted the Massachusetts model. 

Confederation 

Before independence, hardly anyone had given serious thought to how an American nation 

ought to be governed. Dozens of colonists had drafted plans for conciliation with Britain, 

but through 1775, only Benjamin Franklin, Connecticut’s Silas Deane, and an anonymous 

newspaper essayist had presented plans for an American union. Franklin’s was an updated 

version of the Albany Plan of 1754. These plans attracted no public comment. Colonists 

passionately debated the empire and their state governments, but not America. 

Congress began discussing the American union in summer 1776. Congress had been 

voting by state since the First Continental Congress in 1774. Delegates from large states 

favored representation according to population, but no census existed to give precise numbers, and the small states insisted on being treated as equals. So long as Britain was ready 

to embrace any state that defected, small states had great leverage: The tail could wag the 

dog. In one early draft of the Articles of Confederation, John Dickinson rejected proportional representation in favor of state equality. He enumerated the powers of Congress, 

which did not include levying taxes or regulating trade. To raise money, Congress would 

have to print it or requisition specific amounts from the states. Congress then split over 

how to apportion these requisitions. Northern states wanted to count slaves in computing 

the ratios. Southern states wanted apportionment based on each state’s free population. 

Western lands were another tough issue. States with fixed borders pressured states with 

boundary claims stretching into the Ohio or Mississippi valleys to surrender their claims 

to Congress. Many speculators favored the land cessions. Congress could not resolve these 

issues in 1776. 

Debate resumed after Washington’s victories at Trenton and Princeton. Thomas Burke 

of North Carolina introduced a resolution that eventually became part of the Articles of 

Confederation: “Each state retains its sovereignty, freedom and independence, and every 

power, jurisdiction, and right, which is not by this confederation expressly delegated to 

the United States in Congress assembled.” The acceptance of Burke’s resolution, with 

only Virginia dissenting, ensured that the Articles would contain a firm commitment to 

state sovereignty. Only after Saratoga, however, was Congress able to complete the Articles. 

In the final version, Congress was given no power over western land claims, and requisitions would be based on each state’s free population. In 1781, Congress tried to change 

the formula so that each slave was counted as three-fifths of a person for the purpose of 

apportioning requisitions, but this amendment was never ratified. 

In November 1777, Congress asked the states to ratify the Articles by March 10, 1778, 

but only Virginia met the deadline. Most states tried to attach conditions, which Congress 

rejected, but by midsummer, 10 had ratified. The three dissenters were Delaware, New Jersey, 

and Maryland—all states without western land claims who feared their giant neighbors. 

Maryland held out for more than three years, until Virginia agreed to cede its land claims 

north of the Ohio River to Congress. The Articles finally went into force on March 1, 1781. 

By then, the Continental Congress had lost most of its power. Some of its most talented members, including Jefferson and Samuel Adams, had returned home to help 

reshape their state governments. Others, such as Washington, had taken army commands, and some, including Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and John Jay, had 

departed on diplomatic assignments. The congressional effort to manage everything 

through committees created impossible bottlenecks. In 1776, the states had looked to 

Congress to confer legitimacy on their new governments, especially in the middle 

colonies, but as the states adopted their own constitutions, their legitimacy became more 

obvious than that of Congress. Even more alarming, by the late 1770s, Congress simply 

could not pay its bills. 

The Crisis of the Revolution,1779–1783 

Americans expected a quick victory under the French alliance. Instead, the struggle turned 

into a grim war of attrition, testing which side would first exhaust its resources or lose the 

will to fight. Loyalists became much more important to the British war effort, both as a 

source of manpower and as the main justification for continuing the war. Most settlers, 

argued Lord North, were still loyal to Britain. They could turn the contest around. To 

abandon them would be dishonorable and might lead to a bloodbath. The British began to 

look to the Deep South as the likeliest recruiting ground for armed loyalists. The Carolinas, 

bitterly divided by the regulator movements and vulnerable to massive slave defections, 

seemed a promising source. 

The Loyalists 

Most loyalists were committed to English ideas of liberty. Many of them had objected 

openly to the Stamp Act and other British measures but doubted that Parliament intended 

to undermine government by consent in the colonies. They also thought that creating a 

new American union was a far riskier venture than remaining part of the British empire. 

For many, the choice of loyalties was painful. Some waited until the fighting reached their 

neighborhood before deciding which soldiers to flee from and which to shoot at. The loyalists then learned a stark truth: They could not fire at their neighbors and expect to retain 

their homes except under the protection of the British army. The British, in turn, were 

slow to take advantage of the loyalists. In the early years of the war, British officers 

regarded the loyalists’ military potential with the same disdain that they bestowed on the 

patriots. As the war continued, however, loyalists, who stood to lose everything in an 

American victory, showed that they could be fierce soldiers. 

About one-sixth of the white population chose the British side in the war, and 19,000 

men joined more than 40 loyalist military units, mostly after 1778, when Britain grew desperate for soldiers. Unlike most patriots, loyalists served long terms, even for the duration, 

because they could not go home unless they won. By 1780, the number of loyalists under 

arms may have exceeded the number of Continentals by almost two to one. State governments retaliated by banishing prominent loyalists under pain of death if they returned and 

by confiscating their property. 

Loyalist Refugees, Black and White 

Focus Question 

Why, given that the Declaration of Independence proclaimed that “all men are 
created equal,” did most Indians and blacks, when given the chance, side with 

Britain? 

When given the choice, most slaves south of New England sided with Britain. In New England, 

where they sensed that they could gain freedom by joining the rebels, many volunteered for 

military service. Elsewhere, although some fought for the Revolution, they realized that their 

best chance of emancipation lay with the British army. During the war, perhaps 50,000 slaves 

(about 10 percent) fled their owners; of that total, between 8,000 and 10,000 were evacuated by the British. The decision to flee carried risks. In South Carolina during Clinton’s 

1776 invasion, hundreds reached the Sea Islands in an effort to join the British, only to face 

their owners’ wrath when the British failed to rescue them. Some approached British units 

only to be treated as contraband (property) and to face possible resale. But most slaves who 

reached British lines won their freedom, even though the British army never became an 

instrument of systematic emancipation. When the British withdrew after the war, blacks 

went with them, many to Jamaica, some to Nova Scotia, others to London. In the 1780s, the 

British created a colony for former slaves at Sierra Leone in West Africa. A few even ended 

up in Australia. 

The war, in short, created an enormous stream of refugees, black and white. In addition to 10,000 former slaves, some 60,000 to 70,000 colonists left for other parts of the 

British empire. The American Revolution created 30 refugees for every 1,000 people, compared with 5 per 1,000 created by the French Revolution in the 1790s. About 35,000 settlers found their way to the Maritime Provinces. Another 6,000 to 10,000 fled to Quebec, 

settled upriver from the older French population, and in 1791 became the new province 

of Upper Canada (later Ontario). A generous land policy, which required an oath of allegiance to George III, attracted thousands of new immigrants to Canada from the United 

States in the 1780s and 1790s. By the War of 1812, four-fifths of Upper Canada’s 100,000 

people were American-born. Although only one-fifth of them could be traced to the loyalist emigration, the settlers supported Britain in that war. In a real sense, the American 

Revolution laid the foundation for two new nations—the United States and Canada—and 

competition between them for settlers and loyalties continued long after the fighting 

stopped. 

The Indian Struggle for Unity and Survival 

Focus Question 

Why did racist hatred of Indians reach new levels of intensity at a time when 
Indians were reducing their cultural differences with the settlers, as in their increasing rejection of torture? 

Indians of the eastern woodlands also began to play a more active role in the war. Most of 

them saw that an American victory would threaten their survival as a people on their 

ancestral lands. Nearly all of them sided with Britain in the hope that a British victory 

might stem the flood of western expansion, and they achieved a level of unity without 

precedent in their history. 

At first, most Indians tried to remain neutral. The British were rebuffed when they 

asked the Iroquois to fight against the colonists. The Delawares and the Shawnees, 

defeated in Lord Dunmore’s War in 1774, also stood neutral. Only the Cherokees took 

up arms in 1776. Short on ammunition and other British supplies, they took heavy losses 

before making peace and accepting neutrality. The Chickamaugas, a splinter group, continued to resist. In the Deep South, only the Catawbas—by now much reduced in number— 

fought on the American side. 

Burgoyne’s invasion brought the Iroquois into the war in 1777. The Mohawks in the east 

and the Senecas in the west sided with Britain under the leadership of Joseph Brant, a literate and educated Mohawk and a Freemason. His sister, Mary Brant, emerged as a skillful 

diplomat in the alliance between the Iroquois and the loyalists. A minority of Oneidas and 

some Tuscaroras fought with the Americans. Most of them were becoming Christians under 

a patriot Presbyterian missionary, Samuel Kirkland. Despite severe strains during the Revolution, the Iroquois League was not shattered until after the war, when those who had 

fought for Britain migrated to Canada. 

A minority of Shawnees, led by Cornplanter, and of Delawares, led by White Eyes and 

Killbuck, also pursued friendly relations with the Americans. They provided intelligence 

to American forces and served as wilderness guides, but they refused to fight other Indians and did their best to preserve peace along the frontier. Christian Moravian Indians in 

the Ohio country took a similar stance. The reluctance of Indians to kill other Indians, 

already evident during the Seven Years’ War, became even more obvious during the Revolution. Loyalists and patriots were far more willing than Indians to kill one another. 

Frontier racism, already conspicuous in Pontiac’s War, intensified and made Indian 

neutrality all but impossible. Backcountry settlers from Carolina through New York 

refused to accept the neutrals on their own terms. Indian warriors, especially young men 

strongly influenced by nativist prophets, increasingly believed that the Great Spirit had 

created whites, Indians, and blacks as separate peoples who ought to remain apart. Their 

militancy further enraged the settlers. Young white hunters, disdained by many easterners 

as “near savages,” secured their identity as “whites” by killing Indians. 

The hatred of Indians grew so extreme that it threatened to undercut the American war 

effort. In 1777, a Continental officer had Cornplanter murdered. In 1778, American militia killed White Eyes. Four years later, Americans massacred 100 unarmed Moravian mission Indians at Gnadenhutten, Ohio. Nearly all of them were women and children, who 

knelt in prayer as, one by one, their skulls were crushed with mallets. This atrocity brutalized Indians as well as settlers. Until then, most Indians had refrained from the ritual 

torture of prisoners, but after Gnadenhutten they resumed the custom—selectively. They 

burned alive any known leaders of the massacre whom they captured. 

Faced with hatred, Indians united to protect their lands. They won the frontier war 

north of the Ohio River. The Iroquois ravaged the Wyoming valley of Pennsylvania in 

1778. When an American army devastated Iroquoia in 1779 and committed many atrocities along the way, the Indians fell back on the British post at Niagara and continued 

the struggle. In 1779, nearly all Indians, from the Creeks on the Gulf Coast to the nations 

of the Great Lakes, exchanged emissaries and planned an all-out war along the frontier. 

George Rogers Clark of Virginia thwarted their offensive with a daring winter raid in which 

he captured Vincennes and cut off the western nations from British supplies, but the Indians 

regrouped, and by 1782 drove the Virginia “long knives” out of the Ohio country. 

Attrition 

After 1778, George III’s determination to continue the war bitterly divided his kingdom. 

Much of the British public doubted that the war could be won. Trade was disrupted, thousands of ships were lost to privateers, taxes and the national debt soared, military recruits 

became harder to find, and a French invasion became a serious threat. Political dissent rose 

and included widespread demand for the reduction of royal patronage and for electoral 

reforms. A proposal to abolish Lord George Germain’s office, clearly an attack on the 

American war, failed in the House of Commons by only 208 votes to 201 in March 1780. 

A resolve condemning the influence of the Crown carried in April, 233 to 215. The king 

had great difficulty persuading North not to resign. 

Desperate for men, the British army had been quietly recruiting Irish Catholics, and North 

supported a modest degree of toleration for English and Scottish Catholics. This leniency 

produced a surge of Protestant violence culminating in the Gordon riots, named for an 

eccentric agitator, Lord George Gordon. For a week in June 1780, crowds roared through 

London, smashing Catholic chapels attached to foreign embassies, liberating prisoners from 

city jails, and finally attacking the Bank of England. The army, supported by Lord Mayor 

John Wilkes, put down the rioters. This spectacular violence discredited the reformers and 

gave North one more chance to win the war. 

Attrition also weakened the United States. Indian raids reduced harvests, and military 

levies kept thousands of men away from productive work. Loyalist raids into Connecticut and 

New Jersey wore down the defenders and destroyed a great deal of property. A 1779 raid on 

Virginia carried off or destroyed property worth £2 million. Merchants lost most of their European and West Indian markets, although a few of them made huge profits through blockade 

running or privateering. Average household income plunged by more than 40 percent. Even 

some American triumphs came at a high price. Burgoyne’s surrender left Americans with the 

burden of feeding his army for the rest of the war. Provisioning a French fleet in American 

waters, and later a French army, also put enormous strains on American resources. 

These heavy demands led to the collapse of the Continental dollar in 1779–80. Congress had been printing money to pay its bills, using the Spanish dollar as its basic monetary unit. With the French alliance bolstering American credit, this practice worked reasonably well into 1778. The money depreciated but without causing widespread 

dissatisfaction. As the war ground on, though, the value of Continental money fell to less 

than a penny on the dollar in 1779. Congress agreed to stop the printing presses and to 

rely instead on requisitions from the states and on foreign and domestic loans, but without paper it could not even pay the army. Congress and the army had to requisition supplies directly from farmers in exchange for certificates geared to an inflation rate of 40 to 

1, well below its true rate. Many farmers, rather than lose money on their crops, simply 

cut back production. William Beadle, a Connecticut shopkeeper, tried to fight inflation by 

accepting Continental money at face value until he saw the consequences. Rather than 

leave his wife and children impoverished, he slit their throats and shot himself. 

Continental soldiers—unpaid, ill-clothed, and often poorly fed—grew mutinous. As 

they became more professional through frequent drill, they also became more contemptuous of civilians. The winter of 1779–80, the worst of the century, marked a low point 

in morale among the main force of Continentals snowed in with Washington at Morristown, New Jersey. Many deserted. In May 1780, two Connecticut regiments of the Continental Line, without food for three days, threatened to go home, raising the danger that 

the whole army might dissolve. Their officers barely managed to restore control. On 

paper, Washington had 16,000 men. His real strength was 3,600 men and not even 

enough horses to move his artillery. 

The British Offensive in the South 

In 1780, the British attacked in the Deep South with great success. The Revolution entered 

its most critical phase and nearly collapsed. “I have almost ceased to hope,” Washington confessed. In December 1778, a small British amphibious force had taken Savannah and had 

held it through 1779. The British even restored royal government with an elective assembly in Georgia between 1780 and 1782. By early 1780, they were ready to launch a major 

offensive. General Clinton had finally devised a strategy for winning the war. 

Much of his New York army would sail to Charleston, take it, and unleash armed loyalists to pacify the countryside. Part of the regular forces would remain in the Carolinas to 

deal with any other army the Americans might field. Clinton would return with the rest of 

the army to New York and land on the Jersey coast with a force three times larger than 

Washington’s at Morristown. By dividing this army into two columns, Clinton could break 

through both passes of the Watchung Mountains leading to Morristown. Washington 

would either have to hold fast and be overwhelmed or else abandon his artillery for lack 

of horses and attack one of the invading columns on unfavorable terms. Either way, Clinton reasoned, the Continental Army would be destroyed. He was also negotiating secretly 

with an angry and disgruntled Benedict Arnold (he had received little recognition for his 

heroics in the Saratoga campaign) for the surrender of West Point, which would open the 

Hudson River to British ships as far north as Albany. Arnold had begun trading intelligence 

for cash in 1779. Finally, if the French landed in Newport, which the British had evacuated, Clinton would move against them with nearly his entire New York fleet and garrison. If he succeeded there too, he would have smashed every professional force in North 

America within a year’s time. His remaining task would then be pacification, which he 

could pretty much leave to loyalists. But he told no one else about his New Jersey plan. 

Clinton’s invasion of South Carolina began with awesome successes. While the British 

navy sealed off Charleston from the sea, an army of 10,000 closed off the land approaches 

to the city and forced Benjamin Lincoln and 5,000 defenders to surrender on May 12. Loyalists under Banastre Tarleton caught the 350 remaining Continentals at the Waxhaws near 

the North Carolina border on May 29 and, in what became infamous as “Tarleton’s quarter,” killed them all. This calculated brutality was designed to terrorize civilians into submission. It succeeded for a time, but Thomas Sumter began to fight back after loyalists 

burned his plantation. His mounted raiders attacked British outposts and terrorized loyalists. At Hanging Rock on August 6, Sumter’s 800 men scattered 500 loyalists, killing or 

wounding nearly half of them. All participants on both sides were colonists. 

Leaving Cornwallis in command of 8,300 men in South Carolina, Clinton sailed north 

with one-third of his Carolina army, only to learn that loyalists, fearing that he would 

never take the initiative in the north, had persuaded Wilhelm, baron von Knyphausen, 

New York’s temporary commander, to land in New Jersey with 6,000 men on the night of 

June 6–7, 1780. Even a force that small would pose a grave threat to Washington unless 

the militia came to his aid. Most loyalists hoped that the militia was so weary from the 

harsh winter and numerous raids that they would not turn out. Some companies had even 

begun to muster women. To the dismay of the British, however, the militia appeared in force 

on June 7. Only then, after an inconclusive engagement, did Knyphausen learn that Clinton was on his way with his own plan of attack. The British pulled back to the coast and 

waited, but they had lost the element of surprise. Clinton attacked at Springfield on June 23 

while loyalists set fire to the village. The battle became America’s civil war in miniature. New 

Jersey loyalist regiments attacked the New Jersey regiments of the Continental Line, who were 

assisted by New Jersey militia. A stout defense persuaded Clinton to withdraw to New York. 

With Washington’s army still intact, Clinton ignored the French when they landed at 

Newport. After June 1780, the British put all of their hopes on the southern campaign. 

Even Arnold’s attempt to betray West Point was thwarted in September. Clinton’s agent, 

John André, was caught and hanged, but Arnold escaped to British lines and became a 

general in the British army. 

Despite Sumter’s harassment, Cornwallis’s conquest of the Carolinas proceeded rapidly. 

Congress scraped together 900 tough Maryland and Delaware Continentals, put Horatio 

Gates, the hero of Saratoga, in command, and sent them south against Cornwallis. Bolstered 

by 2,000 Virginia and North Carolina militia, Gates rashly offered battle at Camden on August 

16, even though many of his men had been up all night with diarrhea after eating half-baked 

bread. The militia, who lacked bayonets, fled in panic at the first British charge. The exposed 

Continentals fought bravely but were crushed. Gates rode an astonishing 240 miles away from 

the scene in three days and, from Hillsborough, North Carolina, informed Congress that he 

had suffered “total Defeat.” Two days after Camden, Tarleton surprised Sumter’s camp at Fishing Creek, near the Waxhaws, killing 150 men and wounding 300. In four months, the British 

had destroyed all of the Continental forces in the Deep South, mauled Sumter’s band of partisans, and left North Carolina open to invasion. These victories seemed to fulfill Clinton’s 

boast that he would strip “three stripes . . . from the detestable thirteen.” Cornwallis turned 

the pacification of South Carolina over to his loyalists, many of whom were exiles from other 

states, and marched confidently on to “liberate” North Carolina. 

The Partisan War 

But resistance continued. In the west, frontier riflemen, led by Daniel Morgan and enraged 

by Britain’s support of the Indians, crossed the Blue Ridge 1,800 strong to challenge 

Patrick Ferguson’s loyalists at King’s Mountain near the North Carolina border on October 7, 1780. Losing only 88 men, rebel marksmen picked off many defenders and finally 

overwhelmed the loyalists, killing 160 men, including Ferguson, and capturing 860. They 

shot many prisoners and hanged a dozen, their answer to “Tarleton’s quarter.” This victory, the first major British setback in the Deep South, stung Cornwallis, who halted his 

drive into North Carolina. 

In October 1780, Congress sent Nathanael Greeneto the Carolinas with a small Continental force. When Sumter withdrew for several months to nurse a wound, Francis Marion took his place. A much abler leader, Marion (who became known as the Swamp Fox) 

operated from remote bases in the marshy low country. Yet Greene’s prospects seemed 

desperate. The ugliness of the partisan war—the mutilation of corpses, killing of prisoners, and wanton destruction of property—and the condition of his soldiers appalled him. 

Yet Greene and Marion devised a masterful strategy of partisan warfare that finally wore 

out the British. 

In the face of a greatly superior enemy, Greene ignored a standard maxim of war and split 

up his force of 1,800 Continentals. He sent 300 men east to bolster Marion and ordered 

Daniel Morgan and 300 riflemen west to threaten the British outpost of Ninety-Six. Cornwallis, worried that after King’s Mountain, Morgan might raise the entire backcountry against 

the British, divided his own army. He sent Tarleton with a mixed force of 1,100 British and 

loyalists after Morgan, who decided to stand with his back to a river at a place called Cowpens, where a loyalist kept cattle. Including militia, Morgan had 1,040 men. 

Tarleton attacked on January 17, 1781. In another unorthodox move, Morgan sent his 

militia out front as skirmishers. He ordered them to fire two rounds and then redeploy in 

his rear as a reserve. Relieved of their fear of a bayonet charge, they obeyed. As they pulled 

back, the British rushed forward into the Continentals, who also retreated at first, then 

wheeled and discharged a lethal volley. After Morgan’s cavalry charged into the British left 

flank, the militia returned to the fray. Although Tarleton escaped, Morgan annihilated his 

army. 
As Morgan rejoined Greene, Cornwallis staked everything on his ability to find Greene 

and crush him, precisely what he had failed to do to Washington after Trenton and Princeton four years earlier. But Greene had placed flatboats at his rear at major river crossings 

and then lured Cornwallis into a march of exhaustion. In a race to the Dan River, Cornwallis burned his baggage in order to travel lightly. Greene escaped on his flatboats across 

the Yadkin River, flooded with spring rains, just ahead of Cornwallis—who had to march 

to a ford 10 miles upstream, cross the river, and then march back while Greene rested. 

Greene repeated this stratagem all the way to the Dan until he judged that Cornwallis was 

so weak that the Americans could offer battle at Guilford Court House on March 15, 1781. 

With militia, he outnumbered Cornwallis 4,400 to 1,900. Even though the British retained 

possession of the battlefield, they lost one-quarter of their force and the strategic initiative. 

Cornwallis retreated to Wilmington to refit. He then marched north into Virginia—the seat 

of southern resistance, he told Clinton, the one place where Britain could achieve decisive 

results. Instead of following him, Greene returned to South Carolina, where he and Marion took the surviving British outposts one by one. After the British evacuated Ninety-Six 

on July 1, 1781, they held only Savannah and Charleston in the Deep South. Against heavy 

odds, Greene had reclaimed the region for the Revolution. 

Mutiny and Reform 

After the Camden disaster, army officers and state politicians demanded reforms to 

strengthen Congress and win the war. State legislatures sent their ablest men to Congress. 

Maryland, the last state to hold out, finally completed the American union by ratifying the 

Articles of Confederation. But before any reforms could take effect, discontent again 

erupted in the army. Insisting that their three-year enlistments had expired, 1,500 men of 

the Pennsylvania Line got drunk on New Year’s Day 1781, killed three officers, and 

marched out of their winter quarters at Morristown. General Clinton sent agents from New 

York to promise them a pardon and their back pay if they defected to the British, but 

instead the mutineers marched south toward Princeton and turned Clinton’s agents over 

to Pennsylvania authorities, who executed them. Congress, reassured, negotiated with the 

soldiers. More than half of them accepted discharges, and those who remained in service 

got furloughs and bonuses for reenlistment. Encouraged by this treatment, 200 New Jersey soldiers at Pompton also mutinied, but Washington used New England units to disarm 

them and executed two of the leaders. 
Civilian violence, such as the “Fort Wilson” riot in Philadelphia, also prompted Congress to change policies. Radical artisans blamed the city’s rich merchants for the rampant 

inflation of 1779 and demanded price controls. The merchants blamed paper money. In 

October, several men were killed when the antagonists exchanged shots near the fortified 

home of James Wilson, a wealthy lawyer. Spokesmen for the radicals deplored the violence 

and abandoned the quest for price controls. For all city dwellers, sound money was 

becoming the only solution to the devastating inflation. 

Congress interpreted these disturbances as a call for reform at the national level. 

While armed partisans were making the war more radical, politics veered in a conservative direction, toward the creation of European state forms, such as executive departments and a bank. Patriot leaders gave up efforts at price control and allowed the market to set prices and the value of money. Congress stopped printing money, abandoned 

its cumbersome committee system, and created separate executive departments of foreign 

affairs, finance, war, and marine. Robert Morris, a Philadelphia merchant, became the 

first secretary of finance, helped organize the Bank of North America (America’s first), 

and made certain that the Continental Army was clothed and well fed, although it still 

was not paid. Congress began to requisition revenue from the states. The states began to 

impose heavy taxes but never collected enough to meet both their own and national 

needs. Congress tried to amend the Articles of Confederation in 1781 and asked the states 

for a 5 percent duty on all imports. Most states quickly ratified the “impost” amendment, 

but Rhode Island rejected it in 1783. Amendments to the Articles needed unanimous 

approval by the states, and this opposition killed the impost. A new impost proposal in 

1783 was defeated by New York in 1786. 

The reforms of 1781 just barely kept a smaller army in the field for the rest of the war, 

but the new executive departments had an unforeseen effect. Congress had been a plural 

executive, America’s answer to the imperial Crown. But once Congress created its own 

departments, it looked more like a national legislature, and a feeble one at that. It began 

to pass, not just “orders” and “resolves,” but also “ordinances,” which were meant to be 

permanent and binding. It still could not punish anyone for noncompliance, which may 

be why it never called any of its measures “laws.” 

From the Ravaging of Virginia to Yorktown and Peace 

Both Cornwallis and Washington believed that events in Virginia would decide the war. 

When a large British force raided the state in late 1780, Governor Thomas Jefferson called 

up enough militia to keep the British bottled up in Portsmouth, while he continued to ship 

men and supplies to Greene in the Carolinas. Thereafter, the state’s ability to raise men and 

supplies almost collapsed. 

In January 1781, Clinton sent Arnold by sea from New York with 1,600 men, mostly loyalists. They sailed up the James and gutted the new capital of Richmond. When Jefferson 

called out the militia, few responded. Virginia had not experienced the partisan struggles that 

drew men to both sides in New Jersey and the Carolinas. The state provided a different kind 

of test for American values under stress. The voluntaristic ethic nearly failed to get the state 

through a long war. Most Virginia freemen had already done service, if only as short-term 

militia, thousands of them in response to the 1780 raid. In 1781, they thought it was now 

someone else’s turn. For months, there was no one else. Cornwallis took command in April, 

and Arnold departed for New York. But the raids continued into summer, sweeping as far 

west as Charlottesville, where Tarleton, who had recruited a new legion since Cowpens, scattered the Virginia legislature and almost captured Jefferson. Many of Jefferson’s slaves greeted 

the British as liberators. Washington sent Lafayette with 1,200 New England and New Jersey 

Continentals to contain the damage, while Cornwallis, on Clinton’s orders, withdrew to 

Yorktown. 

At last, Washington saw an opportunity to launch a major strike. He learned that a 

powerful French fleet under François, comte de Grasse, with 3,000 soldiers would sail 

from Saint-Domingue for Chesapeake Bay on August 13. Cooperating closely with the 

French army commander, Jean Baptiste Donatien, comte de Rochambeau,Washington sprang 

his trap. Rochambeau led his 5,000 soldiers from Newport to the outskirts of New York, 

where they joined Washington’s 5,000 Continentals. After feinting an attack to freeze Clinton in place, Washington led the combined French and American armies 400 miles south 

to tidewater Virginia, where they linked up with Lafayette’s Americans and the other 

French army brought by de Grasse. After de Grasse’s fleet beat off a British relief force at 

the Battle of the Capes on September 5, Washington cut off all retreat routes and besieged 

Cornwallis in Yorktown. On October 19, 1781, Cornwallis surrendered his entire army 

of 8,000 men. Many escaped slaves had died during the siege, most from smallpox, but 

Virginia planters hovered nearby to reclaim the survivors. 

Yorktown brought down the British government in March 1782. Lord North resigned, 

and George III even drafted an abdication message, although he never released it. The new 

ministry, committed to American independence as the price of peace, continued to fight the 

French in the Caribbean and the Spanish at Gibraltar, but the British evacuated Savannah 

and Charleston and concentrated their remaining forces in New York City. 

Contrary to the French Treaty of 1778, John Jay and John Adams opened secret peace 

negotiations in Paris with the British. They won British recognition of the Mississippi, 

but without New Orleans, as the western boundary of the new republic. New Englanders 

retained the right to fish off Newfoundland. The treaty recognized the validity of prewar 

transatlantic debts, and Congress promised to urge the states to restore confiscated loyalist property. These terms gave American diplomats almost everything they could have 

desired. After the negotiations were far advanced, the Americans told Vergennes, the 

French foreign minister, what they were doing. He feigned indignation, but the threat of 

a separate peace gave him the leverage he needed with Spain. Spain stopped demanding 

that France keep fighting until Gibraltar surrendered. The Treaty of Paris, although not 

ratified for months, ended the war in February 1783. Western Indians were appalled to 

learn that the treaty gave their lands to the United States. They had not been conquered, 

whatever European diplomats might say. Their war for survival continued with few 

breaks into 1795. 

Congress still faced ominous problems. In March 1783, many Continental officers 

threatened a coup d’état unless Congress granted them generous pensions. Washington, 

confronting them at their encampment at Newburgh, New York, fumbled for his glasses and 

remarked, “I have grown old in the service of my country, and now find that I am growing blind.” Tears filled the eyes of his comrades in arms, and the threat of a coup vanished. 

In Philadelphia two months later, unpaid Pennsylvania soldiers marched on the statehouse, where both Congress and the state’s executive council sat. Ignoring Congress, they 

demanded that Pennsylvania redress their grievances. Congress felt insulted and left the 

city for Princeton, where it reconvened in Nassau Hall. Its archives and administrative 

departments remained in Philadelphia. “I confess I have great apprehensions for the union 

of the states,” wrote Charles Thomson, secretary to Congress since 1774. The British 

threat, Thomson knew, had created the American Union. He feared that the Union 

would dissolve with the return of peace. Congress moved on from Princeton to Annapolis and eventually settled in New York, but the Union’s survival remained uncertain. 

A Revolutionary Society 

Focus Question 

In what ways did the values shared by independent householders limit the reforms 

that the Revolution could offer to other Americans? 

Independence transformed American life. The biggest winners were free householders, 

who gained enormous benefits from the democratization of politics and the chance to colonize the Great West. Besides the loyalists, the biggest losers were Indians, who continued 

to resist settler expansion. Many slaves won their freedom, and women struggled for 

greater dignity. Both succeeded only when their goals proved compatible with the ambitions of white householders. 

Religious Transformations 

Independence left the Anglican Church vulnerable, if only because George III was its 

“supreme head.” Although most Anglican clergymen supported the Revolution or remained 

neutral, an aggressive loyalist minority stirred the wrath of patriots. Religious dissenters disestablished the Anglican Church in every southern state. They deprived it of its tax support 

and other privileges, such as the sole right to perform marriages. In 1786, Virginia passed 

Thomas Jefferson’s eloquent Statute for Religious Freedom, which declared that efforts to 

use coercion in matters of religion “tend only to beget habits of hypocrisy and meanness.” 

In Virginia, church attendance and the support of ministers became voluntary activities. 
Other states moved more slowly. In New England, the Congregational churches had 

strongly supported the Revolution and were less vulnerable to attack. Ministers’ salaries 

continued to be paid out of public taxes, although lawful dissenters, such as Baptists, 

could insist that their church taxes go to their own clergy. The Congregational Church 

exercised other public or quasi-public functions, especially on thanksgiving, fast, and election days. Disestablishment did not become complete until 1818 in Connecticut and 1833 

in Massachusetts. 

Although most states still restricted office-holding to Christians or Protestants, many 

people were coming to regard the coercion of anyone’s conscience as morally wrong. Jews 

and Catholics both gained from the new atmosphere of tolerance. When Britain recognized 

the Catholic Church in the Quebec Act of 1774, most Protestants had shuddered with anxiety, but in 1790, when John Carroll of Maryland became the first Roman Catholic bishop 

in the United States, hardly anyone protested. Before independence, an Anglican bishop 

had been an explosive issue in several colonies, but in the 1780s, the Church of England 

reorganized itself as the Protestant Episcopal Church and quietly began to consecrate its 

own bishops. Both Episcopalians and Presbyterians paid homage to republican values by 

adopting written constitutions for their churches. 

The First Emancipation 

The Revolution freed tens of thousands of slaves, but it also gave new vitality to slavery in 

the region that people were beginning to call “the South.” Within a generation, slavery was 

abolished in the emerging “North.” Race became a defining factor in both regions. In the 

South, most blacks remained slaves. In the North, they became free but not equal. The 

independent householder and his voluntaristic ethic remained almost a white monopoly. 

Many slaves freed themselves. The British army enabled more than half the slaves of Georgia and perhaps a significant fraction of those in South Carolina to win their freedom. A similar process was under way in Virginia in 1781, only to be cut off at Yorktown. Hundreds of 

New England slaves won their 

freedom through military service. 

They announced what they were 

fighting for in the surnames they 

chose. Jeffrey Liberty, Cuff Liberty, Dick Freeman, and Jube 

Freeman served in one Connecticut regiment. After the Massachusetts bill of rights proclaimed that 

all people were “born free and 

equal,” Elizabeth (Bett) Freeman 

sued her master in 1781 and won 

her liberty. Thereafter, most of 

the slaves in Massachusetts and 

New Hampshire simply walked 

away from their masters. 

Elsewhere, legislative action 

was necessary. Pennsylvania led 

the way in 1780 with the modern 

world’s first gradual emancipation statute. It declared that all 

children born to Pennsylvania 

slaves after a given date would 

become free at age 28. The slaves, 

not masters or taxpayers, thus bore the costs of their own emancipation. This requirement left 

them unable to compete on equal terms with free whites, who usually entered adult life with 

inherited property. Some masters shipped their slaves south before the moment of emancipation, and some whites kidnapped freedmen and sent them south. The Pennsylvania Abolition Society was organized largely to fight these abuses. By 1800, Philadelphia had the 

largest community of free blacks in America, with their own churches and other voluntary 

societies. 

The Pennsylvania pattern took hold, with variations, in most other northern states until 

all of them had made provision for emancipation. Where slaves constituted more than 10 

percent of the population, as in southern New York and northeastern New Jersey, slaveholders’ resistance delayed legislation for years. New York yielded in 1799, New Jersey in 

1804. 

In the upper South, many Methodists and Baptists supported emancipation in the 

1780s, only to retreat in later years. Maryland and Virginia authorized the manumission of 

individual slaves. By 1810, more than one-fifth of Maryland’s slaves had been freed, as 

had 10,000 of Virginia’s 300,000 slaves, including more than 123 freed under Washington’s will after he died in 1799. But slaves were essential to the plantation economy and 

were usually their masters’ most valuable asset. In the South, emancipation would have 

amounted to a social revolution and the impoverishment of the planter class. Planters supported the Christianization of their slaves and other humane reforms, but they resisted 

emancipation, especially with the rise of cotton as a new cash crop after the war. Cut off 

from British textiles during the war, South Carolina slaves insisted on growing cotton as a 

substitute. Their owners quickly recognized the enormous potential of that crop, which in 

turn guaranteed that the children and grandchildren of those slaves would remain in 

bondage. 

Maryland and Virginia, where population growth among the slaves exceeded what the 

tobacco economy could absorb, banned the Atlantic slave trade, as had all states outside 

the Deep South. Georgia and South Carolina, to make good their losses during the war and 

to meet the demand for cotton after 1790, reopened the Atlantic slave trade. South Carolina imported almost 60,000 more Africans before Congress prohibited that traffic in 

1808. 

The Challenge to Patriarchy 

Nothing as dramatic as emancipation altered relations between the sexes. With the men 

away fighting, many women were left in charge of the household, sometimes with interesting consequences. “I hope you will not consider yourself as commander in chief of 

your own house,” Lucy Knox warned her soldier husband, Henry, in 1777, “but be convinced . . . that there is such a thing as equal command.” Although some women acquired 

new authority, nearly all of them had to work harder to keep their households functioning. The war cut them off from most European consumer goods. Household manufactures, mostly the task of women, filled the gap. Women accepted these duties without 

demanding broader legal or political rights, but soaring food prices made many women 

assertive. In numerous food riots, women tried to force merchants to lower prices or stop 

hoarding grain. 

Attitudes toward marriage were also changing. The common-law rule of coverture still 

denied wives any legal personality, but some of them persuaded state governments not to 

impoverish them by confiscating the property of their loyalist husbands. Many writers 

insisted that good marriages rested on mutual affection, not on property settlements. In 

portraits of wealthy northeastern families, husbands and wives were beginning to appear 

as equals. Parents were urged to respect the personalities of their children and to avoid 

severe discipline. Traditional reverence for the elderly was giving way to an idealization of 

youth and energy. 

In 1780, to relieve the sufferings of Continental soldiers, Esther de Berdt Reed organized the 

Philadelphia Ladies Association, the first women’s society in American history to take on a public role. Although few women yet demanded equal political rights, the New Jersey Constitution 

of 1776 let them vote if they headed a household (usually as a widow) and paid taxes. This 

right was revoked in 1807. 

Especially in the Northeast, more women learned to read and write. Philosophers, clergymen, and even popular writers were beginning to treat women as morally superior to 

men, a sharp reversal of earlier teachings. The first female academies were founded in the 

1790s. By 1830, nearly all native-born women in the Northeast had become literate. The 

ideal of the “republican wife” and the “republican mother” took hold, giving wives and 

mothers an expanding educational role within the family. They encouraged diligence in 

their husbands and patriotism in their sons. The novel became a major cultural form in 

the United States. Its main audience was female, as were many of the authors. Novels cast 

women as central characters and warned young women to beware of suitors motivated 

only by greed or lust. 

Western Expansion, Discontent, and Conflict with Indians 

Westward expansion continued during the Revolutionary War. With 30 axmen, Daniel 

Boone, a North Carolina hunter, hacked out the Wilderness Road from Cumberland Gap 

to the Kentucky bluegrass country in early 1775. The first settlers called Kentucky “the 

best poor man’s country” and claimed it should belong to those who tilled its soil, not to 

speculators in the Transylvania Company, who claimed ownership. Although few Indians 

lived in Kentucky, it was the favorite hunting ground of the Shawnees and other nations. 

Their raids often prevented the settlers from planting crops. The settlers hunted and put 

up log cabins against the inside walls of large rectangular stockades, 10 feet high and built 

from oak logs. At each corner, a blockhouse with a protruding second story permitted the 

defenders to fire along the outside walls. Three of these “Kentucky stations” were built—at 

Boonesborough, St. Asaph, and Harrodsburg. Because of the constant danger, settlement 

grew slowly at first. Kentucky lived up to its old Indian reputation as the “dark and bloody 

ground.” Only a few thousand settlers stuck it out until the war ended, when they were 

joined by swarms of newcomers. Speculators and absentees were already trying to claim the 

best bluegrass land. The Federal Census of 1790 listed 74,000 settlers and slaves in Kentucky 

and about half that many in Tennessee, where the Cherokees had ceded a large tract after 

their defeat in 1776. Those settlers thrived both because few Indians lived there and because 

British and Spanish raiders found it hard to reach them. 

To the south and north of this bulge, settlement was much riskier. After the war, Spain 

supplied arms and trade goods to Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws, and Chickasaws who 

were willing to resist Georgia’s attempt to settle its western lands. North of the Ohio River, 

Britain refused to withdraw its garrisons and traders from Niagara, Detroit, and a few other 

posts, even though, according to the Treaty of Paris, those forts now lay within the boundaries of the United States. To justify their refusal, the British pointed to Congress’s failure 

to honor America’s obligations to loyalists and British creditors under the treaty. When 

small groups of Indians sold large tracts of land to Georgia, Pennsylvania, and New York, 

as well as to Congress, the Indian nations repudiated those sales and, supported by either 

Spain or Britain, continued to resist into the 1790s. 

During the Revolutionary War, many states and Congress had recruited soldiers with 

promises of land after the war ended, and now they needed Indian lands to fulfill these 

pledges. The few Indian nations that had supported the United States suffered the most. 

In the 1780s, after Joseph Brant led most of the Iroquois north to Canada, New York confiscated much of the land of the friendly Iroquois who stayed. South Carolina dispossessed 

the Catawbas of most of their ancestral lands. The states had a harder time seizing the land 

of hostile Indians, who usually had Spanish or British support. 

Secessionist movements arose in the 1780s when neither Congress nor eastern state 

governments seemed able to solve western problems. Some Tennessee settlers seceded from 

North Carolina and for a time maintained a separate state called Franklin. Separatist sentiment also ran strong in Kentucky. The settlers of western Pennsylvania thought of setting 

up on their own after Spain closed the Mississippi to American traffic in 1784. When Congress refused to recognize Vermont’s independence from New York, even the radical Green 

Mountain Boys sounded out Canadian officials about readmission to the British empire as 

a separate province. 

The Northwest Ordinance 

After Virginia ceded its land claims north of the Ohio River to Congress in 1781, other 

states followed suit. Jefferson offered a resolution in 1784 that would have created 10 or 

more new states in this Northwest Territory. In the Land Ordinance of 1785, Congress 

authorized the survey of the Northwest Territory and its division into townships six miles 

square, each composed of 36 “sections” of 640 acres. Surveyed land would be sold at auction starting at a dollar per acre. Alternate townships would be sold in sections or as a 

whole, to satisfy settlers and speculators, respectively. 

In July 1787, while the Constitutional Convention met in Philadelphia, Congress (sitting in New York) returned to the problem of governing the Northwest Territory. By then, 

Massachusetts veterans were organizing the Ohio Company under Manassah Cutler to 

obtain a huge land grant from Congress. Cutler joined forces with William Duer, a New 

York speculator who was organizing the Scioto Company. Together they pried from Congress 1.5 million acres for the Ohio Company veterans and an option on 5 million more 

acres, which the Ohio Company assigned to the Scioto Company. The Ohio Company 

agreed to pay Congress two installments of $500,000 in depreciated securities. To meet 

the first payment, Duer’s backers lent Cutler’s $200,000. Once again, speculators, rather 

than settlers, seemed to be winning the West. 

In the same month, Congress also passed the Northwest Ordinance. It authorized the 

creation of from 3 to 5 states, to be admitted to the Union as full equals of the original 13. 

The ordinance thus rejected colonialism among white people except as a temporary phase 

through which a “territory” would pass on its way to statehood. Congress would appoint 

a governor and a council to rule until population reached 5,000. At that point, the settlers 

could elect an assembly empowered to pass laws, although the governor (obviously modeled on earlier royal governors) had an absolute veto. When population reached 60,000, 

the settlers could adopt their own constitution and petition Congress for statehood. The 

ordinance protected civil liberties, provided for public education, and prohibited slavery 

in the territory. 

Southern delegates all voted for the Northwest Ordinance despite its antislavery clause. 

They probably hoped that Ohio would become what Georgia had been in the 1730s, a society of armed freemen able to protect vulnerable slave states, such as Kentucky, from hostile 

invaders. Southern delegates also thought that most settlers would come from Maryland, Virginia, and Kentucky. Even if they could not bring slaves with them, they would have southern loyalties. New Englanders, by contrast, were counting on the Ohio Company to lure their 

own veterans to the region. 

Finally, the antislavery clause may have been part of a larger Compromise of 1787, 

involving both the ordinance and the clauses on slavery in the federal Constitution. The 

Philadelphia Convention permitted states to count three-fifths of their slaves for purposes 

of representation and direct taxation. The antislavery concession to northerners in the 

ordinance was made at the same time that southern states won this concession in Philadelphia. Several congressmen were also delegates to the Constitutional Convention and traveled back and forth between the two cities while these decisions were being made. They 

may have struck a deal. 

Congress had developed a coherent western policy, but when the first townships were 

offered for sale in late 1787, there were few buyers. Yet by 1789, the Ohio Company had 

established the town of Marietta, Kentuckians had founded a town that would soon be called 

Cincinnati, and tiny outposts had been set up at Columbia and Gallipolis. But without massive help from the new federal government, the settlers had little chance of overcoming stout 

Indian resistance. (See Map 6.6, Advance of Settlement to 1790, in the color insert following page 288.) 

A More Perfect Union 

The 1780s were difficult times. The economy failed to rebound, debtors fought creditors, 

and state politics became bitter and contentious. Out of this ferment arose the demand to amend 

or even replace the Articles of Confederation. 

Commerce, Debt, and Shays’s Rebellion 

In 1784, British merchants flooded American markets with exports worth £3.7 million, the 

greatest volume since 1771, but Americans could not pay for them. Exports to Britain that 

year were £750,000—less than 40 percent of the £1.9 million of 1774, the last year of 

peace. When Britain invoked the Navigation Acts to close the British West Indies to American ships (but not to American goods), indirect returns through this once-profitable channel also faltered. Trade with France closed some of the gap, but because the French could 

not offer the long-term credit that the British had provided, it remained disappointing. The 

American economy entered a depression that lifted only slightly in 1787 and 1788 before 

the strong recovery of the 1790s. British imports fell by 40 percent in 1785. Exports rose 

to almost £900,000 but remained far below prewar levels. Private debts became a huge 

social problem that the states, buried under their own war debts, could not easily mitigate. 

Merchants, dunned by British creditors, sued their customers, many of whom could not 

even pay their taxes. Farmers, faced with the loss of their crops, livestock, and even their 

farms, resisted foreclosures and looked to their state governments for relief. 

About half of the states issued paper money in the 1780s, and many passed stay laws 

to postpone the date on which a debt would come due. Massachusetts, which remembered its fierce conflicts over paper money before 1750, rejected both options and raised 

taxes to new highs. In 1786, many farmers in Hampshire County took matters into their 

own hands. Crowds gathered to prevent the courts from conducting business, much as 

patriots had done against the British in 1774. Governor James Bowdoin insisted that acts 

of resistance that had been appropriate against a tyrannical monarch were unacceptable 

in a government elected by the people. But in early 1787, the protestors, loosely organized under a Continental Army veteran, Captain Daniel Shays, threatened the federal 

arsenal at Springfield. An army of volunteers under Benjamin Lincoln marched west with 

artillery and scattered the Shaysites. Even so, Shaysites won enough seats in the May 

assembly elections to pass a stay law. In Massachusetts, Shays’s Rebellion converted 

into nationalists many gentlemen and artisans who until then had opposed strengthening the central government. 

Cosmopolitans versus Localists 

The tensions racking Massachusetts surfaced elsewhere as well. Crowds of debtors in other 

states closed law courts or even besieged the legislature. State politics reflected a persistent 

cleavage between “cosmopolitan” and “localist” coalitions. Merchants, professional men, 

urban artisans, commercial farmers, southern planters, and former Continental Army officers made up the cosmopolitan bloc. They favored aggressive trade policies, hard money, 

payment of public debts, good salaries for executive officials and judges, and leniency to 

returning loyalists. Localists were farmers, rural artisans, and militia veterans who distrusted those policies. They demanded paper money, debtor relief, and generous salaries 

for representatives so that ordinary men could afford to serve. 

In most states, localists defeated their opponents most of the time. They destroyed the 

feudal revival by confiscating the gigantic land claims of the Granville District, the Fairfax 

estate, the Calvert and Penn proprietaries, and the manorial estates of New York loyalists. 

(Because their owners were patriots, Rensselaerswyck and Livingston Manor survived to 

become the site of agrarian violence into the 1840s, when the manors were finally abolished.) 

Except in Vermont, localists were much less adept at blocking the claims of land speculators. 

Yet cosmopolitans lost so often that many of them despaired of state politics and looked to 

a strengthened central government for relief. 

Congress also faced severe fiscal problems. Between October 1781 and February 1786, it 

requisitioned $15.7 million from the states but received only $2.4 million. Its annual income 

had fallen to $400,000 at a time when interest on its debt approached $2.5 million and when 

the principal on the foreign debt was about to come due. Requisitions were beginning to 

seem as inefficient as George Grenville had proclaimed them to be when he proposed the 

Stamp Act. 

Foreign relations also took an ominous turn. Without British protection, American ships 

that entered the Mediterranean risked capture by Barbary pirates and the enslavement of 

their crews. In 1786, Foreign Secretary John Jay negotiated a treaty with Don Diego de Gardoqui, the Spanish minister to the United States. It offered northern merchants trading privileges with Spanish colonies in exchange for the closure of the Mississippi River to American 

traffic for 25 years. Seven northern states voted for the treaty, but all five southern states in 

Congress rejected these terms, thus defeating the treaty, which needed nine votes for ratification under the Articles of Confederation. Angry talk of disbanding the Union soon filled 

Congress. Delegates began haggling over which state would join what union if the breakup 

occurred. The quarrel became public in February 1787 when a Boston newspaper called for 

dissolution of the Union. 

By the mid-1780s, many cosmopolitans were becoming nationalists eager to 

strengthen the Union. Many of them had served long, frustrating years in the army or 

in Congress, unable to carry out measures that they considered vital to the Confederation. In 1785, some of them tried to see what could be done outside Congress. To 

resolve disputes about navigation rights on the Potomac River, George Washington 

invited Virginia and Maryland delegates to a conference at Mount Vernon, where they 

drafted an agreement that was acceptable to both states and to Congress. Prompted by 

James Madison, a former congressman, the Virginia legislature then urged all of the 

states to participate in a convention at Annapolis to explore ways to improve American 

trade. 

Four states, including Maryland, ignored the call, and the New Englanders had not yet 

arrived when, in September 1786, the delegates from the four middle states and Virginia 

accepted a report drafted by Alexander Hamilton of New York. It asked all of the states to send 

delegates to a convention at Philadelphia the next May “to devise such further provisions as 

shall appear to them necessary to render the constitution of the Federal Government adequate 

to the exigencies of the Union.” Seven states responded positively before Congress endorsed 

the convention on February 21, 1787, and five accepted later. Rhode Island refused to participate. Madison used the winter months to study the defects of classical and European confederacies and to draft a plan for a stronger American union. 

The Philadelphia Convention 

The convention opened in May 1787 with a plan similar to the Virginia constitution of 

1776. It proposed an almost sovereign Parliament for the United States. By September, the 

delegates had produced a document that was much closer to the Massachusetts constitution of 1780, with a clear separation of powers. The delegates, in four months of secret sessions, repeated the constitutional learning process that had taken four years at the state 

level after 1776. 

With Washington presiding, Governor Edmund Randolph proposed the Virginia, or “large 

state,” plan. Drafted by Madison, it proposed a bicameral legislature, with representation in 

both houses apportioned according to population. The legislature would choose the executive and the judiciary. It would possess all powers currently lodged in Congress and the power 

“to legislate in all cases to which the separate States are incompetent.” It could “negative all 

laws passed by the several States, contravening in [its] opinion . . . the articles of Union.” 

Remarkably, the plan did not include specific powers to tax or regulate trade, although Madison intended to add them later on. His plan also required ratification by state conventions, 

not by state legislatures. Within two weeks, the delegates agreed on three-year terms for 

members of the lower house and seven-year terms for the upper house. The legislature 

would choose the executive for a single term of seven years. 

In mid-June, delegates from the small states struck back. William Paterson proposed 

the New Jersey Plan, which gave the existing Congress the power to levy import duties and 

a stamp tax (as in Grenville’s imperial reforms of 1764 and 1765), to regulate trade, and 

to use force to collect delinquent requisitions from the states (as in North’s Conciliatory 

Proposition of 1775). As under the Articles, each state would have one vote. As another 

alternative, perhaps designed to terrify the small states into accepting the Virginia Plan, 

Hamilton suggested a government in which both the senate and the executive would serve 

“on good behavior”—that is, for life! To him, the British constitution still seemed the best 

in the world, but he never formally proposed his plan. 

All of the options before the convention at that point seemed counterrevolutionary. 

Madison’s Parliament for America (or at least what the delegates had seen of it so far), 

Paterson’s emulation of Grenville and North, and Hamilton’s enthusiasm for the British 

empire all challenged in major ways the principles of 1776. But as the summer progressed, 

the delegates asked themselves what the voters would or would not accept and relearned 

the hard lessons of popular sovereignty that the state constitutions had taught. The result 

was a federal Constitution that was truly revolutionary. 

Before the Constitution took its final shape, however, the debate grew as hot as the 

summer weather. The small states warned that their voters would never accept a constitution that let the large states swallow them. The large states insisted on proportional representation in both houses. “The Large States dare not dissolve the Confederation,” retorted 

Delaware’s Gunning Bedford in the most inflammatory outburst of the convention. “If they 

do, the small ones will find some foreign ally of more honor and good faith, who will take 

them by the hand and do them justice.” Then the Connecticut delegates announced that 

they would be happy with proportional representation in one house and state equality in 

the other. 

In July, the delegates accepted this Connecticut Compromise and then completed the document by September. They finally realized that they were creating a government of laws, 

to be enforced on individuals through federal courts, and were not propping up a system 

of congressional resolutions to be carried out (or ignored) by the states. Terms for representatives were reduced to two years, and terms for senators to six, with each state legislature choosing two senators. The president would serve four years, could be reelected, 

and would be chosen by an Electoral College. Each state received as many electors as it 

had congressmen and senators combined, and the states were free to decide how to choose 

their electors. Each elector had to vote for two candidates, one of whom had to be from 

another state. This provision reflected the fear that localist impulses might prevent a 

majority vote for anyone. The delegates knew that Washington would be the first president, but there was no obvious choice after him. 

In other provisions, free and slave states agreed to count only three-fifths of the slaves in 

apportioning both representation and direct taxes. The enumeration of congressional powers 

became lengthy and explicit and included taxation, the regulation of foreign and interstate 

commerce, and the catchall “necessary and proper” clause. Madison’s negative on state laws 

was replaced by the gentler “supreme law of the land” clause. Over George Mason’s last minute objection, the delegates voted not to include a bill of rights. 

With little debate, the convention approved a revolutionary proposal for ratifying the 

Constitution. This clause called for special conventions in each state and declared that the 

Constitution would go into force as soon as any nine states had accepted it, even though 

the Articles of Confederation required unanimous approval for all amendments. The delegates understood that they were proposing an illegal but peaceful overthrow of the existing legal order—that is, a revolution. They hoped that once nine or more states accepted 

the Constitution, the others would follow their example after the new government got 

under way and would make ratification unanimous. At that point, their revolution would 

become both peaceful and legal. The Constitution would then rest on popular sovereignty 

in a way that the Articles never had. The Federalists, as supporters of the Constitution 

now called themselves, were willing to risk destroying the Union in order to save and 

strengthen it, but they knew that they would have to use persuasion, not force, to win 

approval. 

Ratification 

When the Federalist delegates returned home, they made a powerful case for the Constitution 

in newspapers, most of which favored a stronger central government. Most Anti-Federalists, 

or opponents of the Constitution, were localists with few interstate contacts and only limited 

access to the press. The Federalists gave them little time to organize. The first ratifying conventions met in December. Delaware ratified unanimously on December 7, Pennsylvania by 

a 46-to-23 vote five days later, and New Jersey unanimously on December 18. Georgia ratified unanimously on January 2, and Connecticut soon approved, also by a lopsided margin. 

Except in Pennsylvania, these victories were in small states. Ironically, although the 

Constitution was mostly a “large state” document, small states embraced it while large 

states hesitated. Small states, once they had equality in the senate, saw many advantages 

in a strong central government. Under the Articles, for example, New Jersey residents had 

to pay duties to neighboring states on foreign goods imported through New York City or 

Philadelphia. Under the new Constitution, import duties would go to the federal government, a clear gain for every small state but Rhode Island, which stood to lose import duties 

at both Providence and Newport. 

By contrast, Pennsylvania was the only large state with a solid majority for ratification. 

But Anti-Federalists there eloquently demanded a federal bill of rights and major changes 

in the structure of the new government. Large states could think of going it alone. Small 

states could not—except for Rhode Island with its two cities and its long history of defying 

its neighbors. 

The first hotly contested state was Massachusetts, which set a pattern for struggles in 

other divided states. Federalists there won by a slim margin (187 to 168) in February 

1788. They blocked Anti-Federalist attempts to make ratification conditional on the 

adoption of specific amendments. Instead, the Federalists won their slim majority by 

promising to support a bill of rights by constitutional amendment after ratification. The 

Rhode Island legislature voted overwhelmingly not even to summon a ratifying convention. Maryland and South Carolina ratified easily in April and May, bringing the total to 

eight of the nine states required. Then conventions met almost simultaneously in New 

Hampshire, Virginia, New York, and North Carolina. In each, a majority at first opposed 

ratification. 

As resistance stiffened, the ratification controversy turned into the first great debate about 

the American Union, over what kind of national government the United States ought to have. 

Anti-Federalists argued that the new government would be too remote from the people to be 

trusted with the broad powers specified in the Constitution. They warned that in a House of 

Representatives divided into districts of 30,000 people (twice the size of Boston), only 

prominent and wealthy men would be elected. The absence of a bill of rights alsotroubled 

them. 

During the struggle over ratification, Hamilton, Madison, and Jay wrote a series of 

85 essays, published first in New York newspapers and widely reprinted elsewhere, in 

which they defended the Constitution almost clause by clause. Signing themselves 

“Publius,” they later published the collected essays as The Federalist Papers, the most 

comprehensive body of political thought produced by the Revolutionary generation. In 

Federalist, no. 10, Madison challenged 2,000 years of received wisdom when he argued 

that a large republic would be far more stable than a small one. Small republics were 

inherently unstable, he insisted, because majority factions could easily gain power 

within them, trample on the rights of minorities, and ignore the common good. But in 

a republic as huge and diverse as the United States, factions would seldom be able to 

forge a majority. “Publius” hoped that the new government would draw on the talents 

of the wisest and best-educated citizens. To those who accused him of trying to erect 

an American aristocracy, he pointed out that the Constitution forbade titles and hereditary rule. 

Federalists won a narrow majority (57 to 46) in New Hampshire on June 21, and Madison guided Virginia to ratification (89 to 79) five days later. New York approved, by 30 votes 

to 27, one month later, bringing 11 states into the Union, enough to launch the new government. North Carolina rejected the Constitution in July 1788 but finally ratified in 

November 1789 after the first Congress had drafted the Bill of Rights and sent it to the 

states. Rhode Island, after voting seven times not to call a ratifying convention, finally summoned one that ratified by a vote of only 34 to 32 in May 1790. 

Conclusion 

Americans survived the most devastating war they had yet fought and won their independence, but only with massive aid from France. Most Indians and blacks who could do 

so sided with Britain. During the struggle, white Americans affirmed liberty and equality 

for themselves in their new state constitutions and bills of rights, but they rarely applied 

these values to blacks and Indians, even though every northern state adopted either 

immediate or gradual emancipation. The discontent of the postwar years created the Federalist coalition, which drafted and ratified a new national Constitution to replace the 

Articles of Confederation. Federalists endowed the new central government with more 

power than Parliament had ever successfully exercised over the colonies but insisted that 

the Constitution was fully compatible with the liberty and equality proclaimed during the 

Revolution. Nothing resembling the American federal system had ever been tried before. 

Under this new system, sovereignty was removed from government and bestowed on the 

people, who then empowered separate levels of government through their state and federal constitutions. As the Great Seal of the United States proclaimed, it was a novus ordo 

seclorum, a new order for the ages. 

