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Introduction



Posterity

Less than a year after American colonists declared their independence from England, John Adams, the brilliant but cantankerous congressional sage, sent a message for future generations that was equal parts heartfelt and skeptical.

In a letter to his wife, Abigail, on April 26, 1777, Adams wrote, “Posterity! You will never know how much it cost the present Generation to preserve your Freedom! I hope you will make good Use of it. If you do not, I shall repent in Heaven, that I ever took half the Pains to preserve it.”1

Let that sink in for a moment. Adams’s words resound more than ever today, when our centuries-old system of government faces repeated attacks from extremists on both sides of the political spectrum. On January 6, 2021, when presidential election deniers stormed their way into the U.S. Capitol, a sitting member of Congress tweeted, “Today is 1776!,” and a swarming throng of protestors chanted “1776! 1776!” At a rally near the White House on the eve of the event, an internet provocateur shouted, “We declare 1776 on the new world order!” Months later, after taking time to reassess his actions, one man facing federal charges still claimed, “we are finding ourselves in a situation similar to what the Founders found themselves in 1776.”2

Some of those folks thought they were starting a new American revolution, channeling, at least in their minds, the “Spirit of ’76”—which brings us to a stark and altogether necessary question as the 250th anniversary of the founding approaches: Do most people know what really happened in that transcendent year? Emphasis on U.S. history in public education has been declining for decades, from middle schools to universities, including a dearth of detailed study on the revolutionary era and the long, raucous fight for independence. Many celebrate the Fourth of July with red-white-and-blue clothing, flags, banners, parades, picnics, and fireworks without any real grasp of why and how—or even exactly when—it all came to pass.3

Rejecting the more prevalent system of hereditary monarchy, Adams and his eighteenth-century cohorts sought to establish a newfangled republic that derived its “just powers from the consent of the governed.”4 The American version of democracy evolved over the years from that foundation, but there were no guarantees that it would work at the start, much less endure for parts of four centuries. In fact, it came close to not happening as early as it did. In mid-May 1776, less than two months before the Continental Congress took its historic vote, only six of the thirteen colonies were firmly committed to breaking from England.5 In early June, after a resolution on independence was tabled for three weeks, one South Carolina delegate wrote that “the sensible part of the House opposed the Motion . . . they saw no wisdom in a Declaration of Independence.”6 A preliminary vote on July 1 showed that there was still no united front—nine for, two against, one deadlocked, and one abstaining—and it likely took some secretive, backroom arm-twisting in those final twenty-four hours to move reluctant colonies along. The formal tally to declare independence on July 2 was 12–0, with one abstention, although New York came around a week later to make it unanimous.7

Thus did the great American experiment in self-government begin, tentatively at first, fueled by disagreement and jammed through with some last-second maneuvering by the quarreling Founding Fathers. Our politics have been divisive from the start.

A maddening cloak of mystery still exists around those world-changing days in early July 1776. Part of the reason is that colonial congressmen signed pledges of silence to prevent leaks of information (and, no doubt, to protect their personal safety) while deliberations were underway. One such “Agreement of Secrecy,” passed in November 1775, forbade them from revealing “directly or indirectly any matter or thing agitated or debated in Congress before the same shall have been determined.”8 It is not surprising, then, that the official records, published in the Journals of the Continental Congress, are purposely lean on details of what took place behind the scenes on July 1–4. A few members violated the code in private correspondence (thankfully), and many wrote about their activities after the fact; however, real-time reports from that period are limited, and only two of their letters dated July 4, 1776, and discussing independence have ever been found.9

Much of what we know today has been influenced by accounts that Adams and Thomas Jefferson wrote more than forty years later in the 1820s, when the memories of both men had faded—and when the vain Adams, in particular, saw that Jefferson was getting more credit for independence. That they disagreed or misremembered on several key points only adds to the confusion.10 There is, of course, another perfectly valid reason for the lack of real-time accounts from the summer of 1776: In the weeks following the vote, participants were more intent on winning the war and ensuring independence than rehashing in great detail how it all occurred in Congress. Lives were on the line, and they turned to more urgent matters. Historian Pauline Maier also cites a lack of curiosity from newspaper reporters, authors, and regular citizens during this period. “Questions hadn’t been asked of the Founders [in the 1770s and 1780s],” she said. “Nobody bothered to ask the questions, really, until after the War of 1812, when the younger generation of Americans became very interested in the Revolutionary past.”11

Even the tradition of celebrating our independence on July 4 can be called into question. Evidence is indisputable that separation from England was made official by a congressional vote two days earlier on July 2. A document written to justify the move, what we now know as the Declaration of Independence, was debated strenuously and edited substantially on July 2, 3, and 4; was approved late on the morning of July 4; and was delivered to the printer that night (hence the date at the top of the hallowed document).12 Impactful as it has become today, however, with its preamble seen as the melodious treatise of American freedom, the Declaration was not legally binding, did not in itself make the colonies independent, and would have been nullified had the Continental army lost the war.13 At the time of its release in 1776, the Declaration served mostly as a brilliant marketing piece to reinforce what Congress already had accomplished. July 2 is our real Independence Day.

And yet the revolutionary process cannot be distilled to a single date or moment in time. It took years of angst and fierce conflict that splintered families, destroyed livelihoods, and spilled copious amounts of colonial blood. Independence fever may have existed in very small pockets of Massachusetts as early as 1774, but the First Continental Congress that gathered in September of that year was focused on restoring American rights within the British Empire. It was not until shots were fired at Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775, that the movement found a broader purpose. The Second Continental Congress did not convene until a month after the shooting started, and, even then, most members still sought reconciliation while waging war against the greatest military power in the world. Some continued in that vein even after King George III refused to read their conciliatory Olive Branch Petition and declared the colonies in “rebellion” in fall 1775—vowing to enforce their subjugation from his tiny island across the ocean.14

The purpose of The Year That Made America is to reexamine all of this for a modern audience weaned on prepackaged snippets of American history. Special focus will center on the first eight months of 1776, when the “United Colonies” reached and passed the point of no return, with delegates committing treason in the eyes of England’s monarch and ministry. The final push began uncommonly enough on January 9, with the publication of Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, which explained to the public in clear, uncompromising terms why separation was the goal. Paine, a most unlikely revolutionary, was not even a member of Congress and had arrived from England barely a year earlier, but he stoked the flames of liberty that had been flickering on and off for months.15

A group of radical congressional patriots took it from there, overcoming nagging resistance from colleagues who thought they were moving too quickly (perhaps fearing they would all be hanged as traitors, which may have happened if the process had played out differently). Opponents such as John Dickinson worried that a premature declaration would not only send the Continental army to humiliating defeat but provoke even more oppression from the king and Parliament. It is instructive to note, however, that while Dickinson neither voted for independence nor signed the Declaration, he bravely took up arms to serve in the Revolutionary War.16 His example of setting ego aside to put country first in the earliest days of American history should resonate with some of our ivory-tower politicians today.

The book also will examine the process that Jefferson, Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and their peers in Congress took to write, edit, alter, and produce their declarative document, and how the American public came to learn of its existence (spoiler alert: while newspapers began to publish the text as early as July 6, the Declaration was not signed by members until August, and Congress did not release the list of signers until January 1777).17

Some names will be familiar to modern-day Americans, but many among the key participants will not—Edward Rutledge, George Wythe, Caesar Rodney, Roger Sherman, Robert Treat Paine, and Charles Thomson. A case will be made that Richard Henry Lee, whose role in the founding is much overshadowed, deserves a place alongside Adams and Jefferson in the great pantheon of U.S. independence. We also will explore how and why some men who were not even serving in Congress in early July 1776—and were therefore not part of the process—still signed the Declaration of Independence and had their names committed to history.

The overarching goal will be to recount the work of ordinary lawyers and planters who found themselves living in extraordinary times, risking their lives by making a violent break from the most powerful empire in the world. They fomented political unrest based on radical ideas, argued furiously among themselves, changed their minds from time to time, and looked past hypocritical stances—refusing, for instance, to address slavery while advocating freedom—to form a new nation under the most extreme conditions imaginable. Americans observe our “Independence Day” every year with pomp and circumstance, but the astonishingly complex story of how we reached that point is often blurred by a singular focus on the “Fourth of July.”

For the record, we even celebrate two days too late.





Chapter 1


“The Greatest Debate of All”

Anxious but resolute after a night of fitful sleep, congressional delegate John Adams of Braintree, Massachusetts, felt the daunting weight of history as he slid out of bed in his rented room on Second Street in Philadelphia.1 The date on the calendar was July 1, 1776. Independence was in the air.

Lighting a candle to guide him through the predawn darkness and girding for the drama of the day ahead, he sat down to write a letter to his friend and former delegate, Archibald Bulloch, the newly elected president of the colony of Georgia.

This morning is assigned for the greatest debate of all. A Declaration that these Colonies are free and independent States has been reported by a committee appointed Some Weeks ago for that Purpose, and this date or Tomorrow is to determine its fate.2

Adams thought back briefly to the time it all began, a mild dispute in 1761 over British search warrants.3 That affront of imperial overreach was followed over the next fifteen years by the Sugar Act, the Stamp Act, the Boston Massacre, the Boston Tea Party, various Intolerable Acts, the Continental Congress, Lexington and Concord, Bunker Hill, the Olive Branch Petition, Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation, and a dozen other flash points, leading to the release in January 1776 of the best public case yet for colonial independence, Common Sense.4 No single date or incident captures the beating heart of revolution—history is never that tidy—but in the early morning hours of July 1, as Adams walked three blocks to the Pennsylvania State House on Chestnut Street, alone in his thoughts, he knew a decisive moment had arrived.

The day dawned sunny and warm in the provincial capital of Pennsylvania, with temperatures creeping toward 80 degrees, according to records kept by Adams’s fellow delegate at the Second Continental Congress, Thomas Jefferson.5 These two men, a forty-year-old New Englander and a thirty-three-year-old Virginian, so different in style and appearance, had pushed the rebellious assembly to the cusp of a world-changing verdict. They were, by now, the inseparable odd couple of independence: the squat, vain, stridently boisterous Adams and the tall, demure, soft-spoken Jefferson. Jefferson had been tasked with composing a rough draft of principles, asserting the right of thirteen disparate colonies to separate from Great Britain against that empire’s wishes, but now it was left to Adams to make the closing argument on the State House floor.

There had never been a day like this in any country, anywhere. England staked its claim to the land here as far back as 1584, when Queen Elizabeth I granted Sir Walter Raleigh a charter to “discover, search, finde out, and view such remote, heathen and barbarous lands, countries and territories, not actually possessed of any Christian Prince, nor inhabited by Christian People.”6 Raleigh failed to gain a foothold in three trips to the Outer Banks of what is now North Carolina, but his exploratory zeal caught the notice of adventurers elsewhere. From that time forward, starting with the first permanent settlement in Jamestown in 1607 and continuing through the French and Indian War in the 1760s, New World colonists built their societies with English laws and customs, felt a kinship with their English brethren across the ocean, and pledged fealty to the English king or queen. Presently, however, in direct defiance of the royal status quo, a new breed was choosing to rise up and declare itself free.

To do so took remarkable foresight and chutzpah, and more than a little luck. As historian Joseph Ellis tells us, “no shared sense of American nationhood existed in 1776,” and all domestic alliances formed that year “were assumed to be provisional and temporary arrangements.”7 The resolution that brought Adams to the floor, in fact, placed its primary emphasis on the common link of independent statehood. Introduced on June 7 by delegate Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, it declared at the start that “these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States,” followed in order by other key initiatives.8

Congress tabled Lee’s resolution after several days of debates, postponing a decision because it knew that half the delegations still would not (or could not) vote for independence. Representatives in the extralegal body had to follow orders from provincial assemblies back home, and some of the local leaders had yet to move past their long-held goal of reconciliation. Not even a war that had raged now for more than a year—since the first shots were fired at Lexington and Concord in April 1775—was able to sway them. By Jefferson’s estimate, a ballot in mid-June would have found seven colonies for immediate independence and six against or undecided—hardly an emphatic message for England or the rest of the world. “Desirous of unanimity,” he said, “and seeing that the public mind was rapidly advancing to it, [Congress] referred the further discussion to the 1st of July.”9

Oratorical battle lines had been drawn for almost a year, but they hardened during the combative congressional debates of June 8–10. Speaking against the proposal, or at least advocating for more delay, were John Dickinson and James Wilson of Pennsylvania, Robert R. Livingston of New York, and Edward Rutledge of South Carolina, a persuasive quartet of moderate colony leaders. “They were friends to the measure themselves,” Jefferson wrote, “and saw the impossibility that we should ever again be united with Gr. Britain, yet were against adopting them at this time.” Several colonies still were forbidden by formal decrees to consent “to such a declaration,” and others had received no clear instructions either way. On the opposite side, arguing vociferously for independence, were Adams, Lee, and George Wythe of Virginia, urging their colleagues to “declare a fact which already exists.”10

The roster changed in significant ways by the time Congress reopened the matter three weeks later. Radical stalwarts Lee and Wythe had been called back to Virginia on June 13 to work on a new state constitution, which—though it is hard to imagine today—was considered of greater importance back home in Williamsburg.11 That left Adams alone to spearhead the debate on July 1. No other delegate could match his passion or grasp of the issues, but he worried there was nothing new to say after so many fiery speeches in the same setting. He groused later that the main points on behalf of independence had been “repeated and hackneyed . . . [a] hundred Times for Six Months.”12

Many delegates on both sides spoke that day in an exhausting session that lasted nine hours, with Dickinson providing the most ardent voice for delay.13 A wealthy Philadelphia attorney who once studied law at the Middle Temple in London, Dickinson was among the earliest defenders of colonial liberties and published a series of powerful essays that galvanized opposition to British tax policies in the 1760s.14 As the independence movement grew, however, he moderated his public stance, fretting that they were moving too quickly, and at times offered strangely conflicting opinions. In summer 1775, he helped author both the “Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms,” a justification of American military action against the British, and the “Olive Branch Petition,” a desperate attempt to mend relations with King George III. His closing argument on July 1 called for Congress to withhold a decision until the colonies were better prepared for such an overtly disruptive act. “When our Enemies are pressing us so vigorously, When We are in so wretched State of preparation, When the Sentiments & Designs of our expected Friends are so unknown to us,” Dickinson said, “I am alarm’d at this Declaration being so vehemently presented.”15

Rain was starting to pelt the windows of the State House when the venerable Adams rose in response. It is one of the great misfortunes of history that he did not write his July 1 remarks in advance or keep contemporary notes, because his biographer, David McCullough, called it “the most powerful and important speech heard in the Congress since it first convened, and the greatest speech of Adams’s life.” We can attempt to reconstruct part of what he said by referencing private correspondence during this era, when Adams was experimenting with phrases and refining his radical message. In one unfeigned passage to a colleague in Massachusetts, he wrote, “Objects of the most Stupendous Magnitude, Measures in which the Lives and Liberties of Millions, born & unborn are most essentially interested, are now before Us. We are in the very midst of a Revolution, the most compleat, unexpected and remarkable of any in the History of Nations.” In another, he added bluntly, “We never can again be happy, under a single Particle of British Power.”16

[image: ]
Figure 1.1. John Adams. (Wikimedia Commons)
Whether the speeches changed any minds that day is uncertain. When a preliminary vote was taken in the evening, nine of the thirteen colonies were on the side of independence, with two opposed, one deadlocked, and one abstaining. Recent instructions from provincial assemblies had allowed Maryland and New Jersey to join Connecticut, Georgia, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, North Carolina, Rhode Island, and Virginia in the affirmative, making for a strong majority. Delegates from Pennsylvania and South Carolina were still stubbornly, and perhaps intractably, opposed. Delaware’s delegation was tied at one vote apiece, but a third member, the pro-independence Caesar Rodney, was said to be returning from Dover overnight, riding a series of panting horses to Philadelphia. New York could not support independence without new instructions from its provincial leaders, which would not be coming for at least a week.

A final tabulation of 9–2–1–1, had it been official, would have achieved independence by a comfortable margin. But any hint of dissension, no matter how small, would shatter the facade of “union” and expose a weakness for England to exploit. It was fortuitous for Adams and his allies that Edward Rutledge sensed the gravity of the situation and called for a delay of one more day. As Jefferson remembered it, “Mr. Rutledge of S. Carolina requested the determination might be put off to the next day, as he believed his colleagues, tho’ they disapproved of the resolution, would then join in it for the sake of unanimity.”17

It still took an otherworldly set of circumstances for Congress to reach that oft-stated objective. South Carolina, prodded and cajoled by Rutledge, reversed its stance at the last minute and voted yes. Rodney, who had ridden through “thunder and rain” and arrived at the State House door in splattered “boots and spurs,” broke the tie for Delaware. Pennsylvania came around after Dickinson and one of his cohorts, Robert Morris, voluntarily absented themselves at the crucial moment. New York still was prohibited from voting by the provincial assembly, but its abstention, under such circumstances, was not a major deterrent.18

The resolution for American independence passed the Second Continental Congress by a 12–0–1 vote on July 2, 1776—an astonishing feat, given the chaos of the previous few weeks.19

No public announcement was made that day, but word of such vast, earth-shaking nature could not be kept quiet for long, and, despite the vow of secrecy, a small group of delegates impulsively spread the news. Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts wrote to a friend that “the great question of Independency” had been debated on the floor and “the Facts are as well known at the Coffee-House of the city as in Congress.” Working on a tip, the Pennsylvania Evening Post even managed to squeeze in the 1776 equivalent of breaking news on the final page of its July 2 evening edition: “This day, the CONTINENTAL CONGRESS declared the UNITED COLONIES FREE and INDEPENDENT STATES.”20 The secret did not last for more than a few hours.

Unable to contain himself, John Adams was among those who broke the rules. In another of his massive contributions to history, he wrote two letters on July 3 to his wife, Abigail, addressing the decision of the previous day, the euphoria over the achievement, and the realization of the rugged road ahead. “Yesterday the greatest Question was decided which ever was debated in America, and a greater perhaps never was or will be decided among men,” Adams wrote.21 But even as he contemplated the fearful toll of blood and treasure required to ensure independence, he was confident that the congressional vote would be memorialized by American patriots far off into the future.

The Second Day of July 1776 will be the most memorable Epocha in the history of America. I am apt to believe it will be celebrated by succeeding Generations as the great anniversary Festival. It ought to be commemorated as the Day of Deliverance by Acts of Devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with Pomp and Parade, with Shews, Games, Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one End of this Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more.22

Barely twenty-four hours after the historic vote, Adams was convinced that Americans already had their Independence Day, the “Second of July.”

He was correct, but popular culture remembers it differently.

* * *

That Adams’s vision did not come to pass was due to a series of related but tangled events that overshadowed the legacy of the vote on July 2. Congress believed a printed document was required to explain its decision to the world, and Jefferson had been working on a draft since mid-June, in the hope that it might soon be necessary.

Contrary to a myth that developed over the years, however, Jefferson was not the singular author of the Declaration of Independence. Instead, he was the draftsman for a five-man committee, including Adams and Benjamin Franklin, that had oversight over the historic text. Jefferson’s original draft was edited by Adams and Franklin, mulled over by the committee, submitted to Congress for review on June 28, tabled briefly while the vote took place, and edited again by the full body group session (as Jefferson sat squirming). Scholars have determined that eighty-six changes were made to Jefferson’s language, and Congress removed roughly 20 percent of the content.23 The wording was approved, finally, on July 4 and sent that night to the printer, which explains the date at the top of a document titled “A DECLARATION by the REPRESENTATIVES of the UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, in GENERAL CONGRESS assembled.”24

But their work was far from finished. The document was sent out by courier on July 5, published in a newspaper for the first time on July 6, and read in public at a jubilant ceremony in the State House Yard on July 8. More than a week later, after news arrived that the New York provincial assembly had at least grudgingly approved independence, the heading was changed to “The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen United States of America.”25 (Fun fact: it was never formally titled the “Declaration of Independence.”)

No one had even signed it by the end of July. The names of John Hancock, as president of Congress, and Charles Thomson, as secretary, appeared in type at the bottom of the original printed version, but the earliest handwritten signatures were not added until August 2. A number of key figures had left Philadelphia by then and did not sign until they returned to the city. Because of the fear of reprisals, and especially because the war wasn’t going well in fall 1776, the list of signers was not made public until January 1777.26

None of it fits the happy narrative that all of this happened on the Fourth of July, but “facts are stubborn things,” as Adams once famously said.27

The evolution of Jefferson’s text provides another startling peek behind the scenes of independence. His preamble, with its soaring rhetoric about self-evident liberty and equality, became the most famous passage in American history, but it was changed in meaningful ways from the version he first crafted in June. Jefferson no doubt made some edits himself, then turned it over to Adams, to Franklin, to the committee, and to Congress as a whole.28 Their potentially awkward group effort turned a sound but choppy statement into an eloquent disquisition on freedom and individual rights.

The second paragraph of Jefferson’s earliest surviving draft began this way:

We hold these truths to be sacred & undeniable; that all men are created equal & independent, that from that equal creation they derive rights inherent & inalienable, among which are the preservation of life, & liberty, & the pursuit of happiness.29

By the time it was finalized a few weeks later, with edits and suggestions from Adams and Franklin, the updated language came to represent the young country’s aspirational vision of itself:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.30

It is important to note, however, that despite its prominence in our lives today, as the very essence of the American creed, the preamble was far from the focal point of Jefferson’s literary effort in 1776. Its breathtaking language made stunningly little impact at the time.31 Jefferson’s primary task was to justify the case for independence, and he achieved it by presenting a lengthy series of indictments against King George III, charging that the monarch had established “an absolute Tyranny over these States” and “plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our people.”32 That section, largely ignored by readers in the twenty-first century, represents almost two-thirds of the word count of the Declaration of Independence.33

Jefferson laid out twenty-five charges in the draft presented to Congress. As the text was assessed over the next few days, allegations were edited and reformatted, with a few added, for a final count of twenty-seven. The most provocative change Congress made between July 2 and July 4 was the deletion of Jefferson’s claim that the king was personally responsible for the Atlantic slave trade—the only place in the document where he referenced Black slavery. “(H)e has waged cruel war against human nature itself,” Jefferson wrote, “violating [its] most sacred rights of life & liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended him, captivating & carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their transportation tither. This piratical warfare . . . is the warfare of the CHRISTIAN king of Great Britain, determined to open a market where MEN should be bought & sold.”34

The greatest conundrum facing Congress was the presence of slavery in a country where all men were now said to be “created equal.” Jefferson himself enslaved hundreds of Blacks in his lifetime, forcing them into perpetual servitude at his vast planation in Virginia, and many of his congressional colleagues either held slaves or benefited from the slave trade in meaningful ways.35 To attempt to place all the blame on King George for a wretched colonial practice that far predated his reign was bizarre, foolhardy, and astoundingly hypocritical. Congress solved the problem by cutting any mention from the Declaration, kicking the can down the road (for eighty-five years, until the American Civil War).36 Its ultimate goal was to attain independence in 1776, and any formal attacks on slavery or the slave trade would infuriate Southerners and threaten already-fragile colonial unity. True equality for anyone other than white males would have to wait.

[image: ]
Figure 1.2. Thomas Jefferson. (Wikimedia Commons)
The contradiction was not lost on the rest of the world, particularly in England, and among those Americans still loyal to the Crown. English essayist Samuel Johnson raised the topic as early as 1775, asking, with some indignation, “how is it that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of negroes?”37 After the Declaration was published, one of the most damning retorts came from the former royal governor of Massachusetts, Thomas Hutchinson, who wrote in October 1776, “I could wish to ask the Delegates of Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas, how their Constituents justify the depriving (of) more than a hundred thousand Africans of their rights to liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and in some degree to their lives, if these rights are so absolutely unalienable.”38 No answers were forthcoming, and the lack of any plan to address slavery or the slave trade was the most indefensible weakness of the Declaration—a permanent stain on the legacy of the Founding Fathers.

In a final edit, Congress also chose to alter the language of the document’s last paragraph, replacing some of Jefferson’s text with the exact words from Richard Henry Lee’s independence resolution of June 7. Members thought it was a stronger and more consistent summation of their radical action of July 2. As a result, Lee’s assertion—“That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved”—became part of the penultimate sentence, leading to a rousing crescendo that proclaimed independence to the world. (A small segment of that passage is engraved on one of the walls at the Jefferson Memorial in Washington, DC, although Jefferson did not write it.)39

The writing and editing of the Declaration over the three-week period from June 11 to July 4 will be examined in greater detail in chapters 8, 9, and 10. Once it was approved, however, events moved so quickly that the doddering pace of eighteenth-century news coverage could not keep up. Only one newspaper reported on July 2 that the resolution had passed, limiting exposure to readers of the Pennsylvania Evening Post—albeit achieving for the Post one of the great media exclusives of all time. Following up on its scoop, the Post was the first to publish the Declaration in full on July 6, taking up the entire front page, but it took several more days for formal public readings to take place in Philadelphia and nearby colonies, where printed copies had just arrived.

On July 8 in Easton, Pennsylvania, it was reported that “the Declaration was read aloud to a great number of spectators, who gave their hearty assent with three huzzas, and cried out MAY GOD LONG PRESERVE and UNITE the FREE and INDEPENDENT STATES OF AMERICA.” Similar festive events were held in two New Jersey cities, Trenton and Princeton. July 9 saw public readings to the various brigades of the Continental army in and around New York City, followed by public ceremonies at Boston, Massachusetts (July 18); Portsmouth, New Hampshire (July 18); Newport, Rhode Island (July 20); Huntington, New York (July 22); and Baltimore, Maryland (July 29). By the first week of August, as copies traveled south, there were additional “grand” readings at Richmond, Virginia, and Charleston, South Carolina, “amidst the acclamations of a vast concourse of people.”40

The meandering progress of news from Philadelphia to the most remote spots in the country took more than a month, blurring details for many as to when independence had actually occurred. What everyone seemed to remember, however, was a line at the top of the document: “In Congress, July 4, 1776.” By the end of August it had been reprinted in at least twenty-nine newspapers and fourteen broadsides, the sheer repetition of a single date planting it firmly in the public’s mind.41 The Journals of the Continental Congress make it clear that Lee’s resolution was passed on July 2, but complete printed volumes of those records would not be widely available for years, long after the war had ended and the new nation had taken its place on the world stage.42 Most Americans who experienced the revolutionary period never had the chance to assess or even read them and, as a result, never knew the full story. July 4 became “Independence Day” almost by default.

Even John Adams fell into the trap. On July 5, 1777, while he was still in Philadelphia, Adams wrote to his daughter, Nabby, that “yesterday, being the anniversary of American Independence, was celebrated here with a festivity and ceremony becoming the occasion.” Adams and other delegates were so busy managing the war that they had not even thought of holding a commemoration until July 2, and made no formal plans for doing so until July 3. The first-ever celebration on the “Fourth” was magnificent, nonetheless. A wide-eyed Adams felt the impact as he took his daily stroll after dinner:

In the evening, I was walking about the streets for a little fresh air and exercise, and was surprised to find the whole city lighting up their candles at the windows. I walked most of the evening, and I think it was the most splendid illumination I ever saw; a few surly houses were dark, but the lights were very universal. Considering the lateness of the design and the suddenness of the execution, I was amazed at the universal joy and alacrity that was discovered, and at the brilliancy and splendour of every part of this joyful exhibition. I had forgot the ringing of bells all day and evening, and the bonfires in the streets, and the fireworks played off.43

Independence celebrations were held sporadically from city to city in those early years, depending on the state of war and other matters affecting day-to-day life, but the “Fourth of July” became ingrained in the American psyche when both Adams and Jefferson died exactly fifty years to the day that the Declaration was approved—a few hours apart, one man in Massachusetts, the other in Virginia, on July 4, 1826. It remains the most astonishing quirk of fate in U.S. history. Many in the mid-nineteenth century also thought it was a sign from God that the date had a religious meaning, made even more so after a third former president, James Monroe, who served in the Continental army and fought at the Battle of Trenton, died on July 4, 1831.

President Abraham Lincoln added to the growing deification during the Civil War by alluding to the Declaration in the opening sentence of the Gettysburg Address in 1863. “Four score and seven years ago,” he said, referencing 1776, the country had been “conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”44 Congress passed a law establishing July 4 as a federal holiday on July 28, 1870, and the Library of Congress noted that “even far-flung communities on the western frontier managed to congregate on Independence Day.” Additional legislation addressing its importance and making it a formal “public holiday” passed in 1939 and 1941.45

“The Fourth” is now ensconced as the most patriotic of all U.S. traditions, celebrated with picnics, fireworks, backyard barbecues, and omnipresent red-white-and-blue memorabilia. But as historians in the twentieth century probed details of the independence movement, tapping sources that were overlooked by previous generations, they discovered an intricate, fascinating, labyrinthine narrative—one far more complicated and controversial than the antiseptic version often foisted on students and the public. There were hot-headed debates, messy compromises, name-calling outbursts, and petty feuds among clashing egos, but also a cool determination through it all to set the new nation on a course for prosperity. The most important date in the process was July 2, 1776, when Congress cast the historic vote, but no day in the riveting eight-month period from January to August was inconsequential in the revolution that changed the world.

The story, warts and all, is at the very core of our national existence. After almost 250 years, with another milestone anniversary approaching, and the country once again in turmoil, it deserves a modern retelling.




Chapter 2


A Brave New World

England’s flirtation with life on the eastern seaboard began with the charter granted by Queen Elizabeth I to Sir Walter Raleigh in 1584. That was almost a full century after Columbus “discovered” the New World, and several decades after Spain, France, and Portugal created strongholds on its northern and southern continents.1

Raleigh was keenly aware that odds were stacked against him. His half brother, Sir Humphrey Gilbert, lost his life in a calamitous attempt to claim the island of Newfoundland in modern-day Canada in 1583, but Raleigh was inspired by the challenge and dreamed of a better fate farther south. Accordingly, he organized three daring missions to the Outer Banks from 1584 to 1587 and made two attempts to establish English colonies in what is now the United States.2

Two centuries later, Thomas Jefferson found evidence that those early trips had been funded by private sources, proceeding without financial help from English royalty—and that, in his opinion, made them independent from the start. Jefferson made the point repeatedly, including in his original draft of the Declaration of Independence, which read, “We have remined them of the circumstances of our emigration & settlement here . . . that these were effected at the expence of our own blood & treasure, unassisted by the wealth or the strength of Great Britain.” His fellow delegates could not bring themselves to include it in the final version, however, deleting much of the language and settling only for a vague reference to “the circumstances of our emigration and settlement,” which offered no details or context.3

All three Raleigh missions did receive private funding, but it is ludicrous to suggest that the substantial “strength of Great Britain” was not inherent in the queen’s decree. The word England was mentioned fourteen times in the charter’s eight paragraphs, and the intent to colonize was evident from its first sentence, which granted Raleigh rights to territories “not actually possessed of any Christian Prince.” Day-to-day life would be conducted “according to the lawes of England,” and new possessions would be considered to be part of “our Realmes of England.” Moreover, Raleigh’s colonists and their heirs would have “all the priviledges of free Denizens, and persons native of England . . . as if they were borne and personally (reside) within our saide Realme of England.”4 The Jeffersonian thinking was flawed.

And yet it should come as no surprise that Jefferson studied, and at times obsessed over, Raleigh’s efforts in the 1580s. Though the history of those trips seems ancient by modern standards, they took place less than two hundred years before the American Revolution and, despite their failure, planted seeds for the ideas Jefferson himself championed in the 1770s. The narrative of coastal colonization in its earliest form was a compelling way to make his point, even if he ignored some contradictory facts.

Much of what Jefferson wrote was adapted from The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation, authored by Richard Hakluyt, one of Raleigh’s chief advisors. Neither Raleigh nor Hakluyt made any of the three journeys—the queen, who adored Raleigh, would not allow him to risk his life that way—but Hakluyt’s book, published in 1589 and gleaned from first-person accounts of the survivors, offered a fascinating glimpse of initial contacts between English citizens and this strange new hemisphere. Part of his work was an influential chapter titled “Discourse of the necessitie and commoditie of planting English colonies upon the North partes of America.”5

Raleigh’s first group of explorers came ashore in summer 1584. Beyond the fact that these were the first Englishmen to set foot on land that would become the United States, the trip was memorable because of a list of dates compiled by one of its commanders. “The second of July we found shole water, wher we smelt so sweet, and so strong a smell, as if we had bene in the midst of some delicate garden,” he wrote. “The fourth of the same moneth we arrived up on the coast, which we supposed to be a continent and firm lande.” July 2. July 4. In 1584. How eerie. They eventually found an inlet in the Outer Banks and scouted several nearby islands, including one called “Roanoak” by the natives—modern-day Roanoke Island, North Carolina.6

Flushed with excitement over this brief achievement, Raleigh organized another trip to create an actual foothold in spring 1585. As Jefferson described it almost two hundred years later, “they visited the mainland for the first time . . . chose for their habitation the island of Roanoke . . . (and) put into the ground seeds sufficient to produce them a plentiful subsistence for two years.”7 Alas, the colonial roster was hastily chosen and poorly constructed. It consisted of 107 men, mostly soldiers and sailors, but no women or children, making it a military outpost with little chance for long-term success. These well-armed marauders managed to explore as far north as the Chesapeake Bay but clashed violently with native tribes and, despite their modest planting efforts, soon became “distressed for provisions.” In summer 1586, when famed English explorer and privateer Sir Francis Drake sailed by to check on “Raleigh’s colonists,” they eagerly agreed to his offer for a transatlantic trip home.8

Raleigh’s strongest attempt to establish a permanent settlement in the New World came in April 1587, when three vessels loaded with 118 adventurers, including seventeen women and nine children, left England for Roanoke Island. After what they hoped would be a brief stop in the Outer Banks to pick up items from previous colonists and check for any stranded survivors, the plan was to settle at a new site along the Chesapeake.

This is what came to be known in history as the “Lost Colony,” still celebrated today with a heavily fictionalized outdoor drama near the Fort Raleigh National Historic Site. Dropped off at Roanoke in the summer, but fretting over their odds for long-term survival, the colonists convinced their leader, John White, to return to England to obtain much-needed supplies. White set off immediately, but he was prevented from making a return trip to Roanoke for three years because of the Crown’s ongoing war with Spain. When he finally traveled back to the Outer Banks in 1590, the colonists he left behind had vanished, offering only small hints—the carving of the word CROATOAN on one of the gateposts, and the letters CRO on a tree—as to their possible whereabouts.9

They were never seen again by European eyes. The assumption is that they split up to improve their chances for survival, some heading inland, others to an island inhabited by the friendly Croatoan tribe (modern-day Hatteras Island). Those who arrived safely probably were absorbed into the native populations; however, numerous theories of their fate abound, and definitive proof still eludes us. The perplexing mystery of the “Lost Colony” continues into the twenty-first century.

Few scholars in the eighteenth century were more interested in the story than Jefferson, who continued to probe the legacy of Raleigh’s colonists, using the most positive aspects of their efforts—guile, courage, relentless resolve—to underscore his thesis of British settlement. He stated it most emphatically in a piece titled “Refutation of the Argument that the Colonies Were Established at the Expense of the British Nation,” composed early in 1776, just a few months before the Declaration. “This short narration of facts, extracted principally from Hakluyt’s [writing], may enable us to judge the effect with the charter to Sir Walter Raleigh may have on our own constitution,” Jefferson wrote. “It serves also to expose the distress of those ministerial writers, who, in order to prove that the British parliament may of right legislate for the colonies, are driven to the necessity of advancing this unpalpable untruth that ‘the colonies were planted and nursed at the expense of the British nation.’”10

He never wavered in that belief, still claiming as late as 1781 that Raleigh had been forced to proceed “without a shilling of aid” while being “obstructed occasionally” by the Crown.11

* * *

Raleigh’s failure nonetheless begat an empire.

Aroused by his raw ambition but aware of his many mistakes, Englishmen working under a new charter for the “Virginia Company” established the first permanent colony in Jamestown in 1607. A persistent flow of settlers from all walks of life crossed the ocean over the next 125 years, buoyed by boasts of unprecedented opportunity in a seemingly exotic setting—so strikingly different from the cramped, dank streets of London. There were twelve predominantly English colonies by the end of the 1600s, ranging along the coast from New Hampshire to South Carolina, and a thirteenth was added when Georgia received its charter in 1732. The early population also was bolstered by small pockets of non-English arrivals, including French, Dutch, German, Swedish, and Scots-Irish, as well as hundreds of thousands of enslaved Africans.12

Colonial charters varied from place to place, depending on how they were granted, and to whom. Some were “royal” colonies, under the auspices of the king and his ministers; some were “proprietary,” granted by the king to favored individuals; others were purely “corporate,” or joint-stock companies.13 The freedom of limited self-government within the empire was much of the attraction. Given the thirty-five-hundred-mile distance between, say, Philadelphia and London, and the long weeks it took for transatlantic travel in the eighteenth century, “Americans” enjoyed a reasonable amount of autonomy as a loose amalgamation of British outposts, free from the direct, daily control of Parliament. But most were proud to call themselves “English,” and none ever questioned the king’s sovereignty.

“The colonies had been founded under the authorization of the Crown,” wrote historian Robert Middlekauff, in his book The Glorious Cause, “and governmental authority in them had always been exercised in the king’s name, though rather ambiguously in the three proprietary colonies, Maryland, Pennsylvania and Delaware, and tenuously in Rhode Island and Connecticut, the two corporate colonies. What had lasted long apparently seemed left unchanged.”14

The first major fissure in colonial relations came in the mid-1700s, during a clash over North American dominance called the French and Indian War. Some of the opening shots were fired in 1754, when a young British colonel from Virginia named George Washington brashly attacked French troops in western Pennsylvania before war had even been declared. That act of youthful hubris helped touch off an international conflict between England and France that lasted nine costly and controversial years, draining national treasuries, changing imperial boundaries, and ending, finally, with a worldwide British victory and the first Treaty of Paris in 1763.15

England claimed French lands in North America and expanded its territorial possessions on other continents almost overnight, creating an enormous domain that it suddenly had to govern. Historians often trace the start of the American Revolution to a heavy-handed shift in policy toward the colonies in this immediate post-treaty period. It is intriguing to note, however, that John Adams thought the struggle for independence began in February 1761, two years before the end of the war, when British authorities sought the liberal use of warrants to search private homes for evidence of smuggling. Colonists considered these “writs of assistance” to be outrageous breaches of liberty.16

James Otis Jr., a Massachusetts lawyer and one of the earliest proponents of colonial rights, led the opposition at two hearings in Boston, charging that the writs violated fundamental principles of law. At the second hearing in November 1761, he went as far as charging that “[this] appears to me to be the worst instrument of arbitrary power, the most destructive of English liberty . . . that was ever found in an English law-book.”17 A British-appointed judge ruled against Otis and upheld the writs, as expected, but Adams never forgot the mesmerizing impact of his performance in fiery debates with royal leaders:

Otis was a flame of fire! . . . With a promptitude of Classical Allusions, a depth of research, a rapid summary of historical events & dates, a profusion of Legal Authorities, a prophetic glance of his eyes into futurity, and a rapid torrent of impetuous Eloquence, he hurried away all before him. . . . Then and there was the first scene of the first Act of opposition to the Arbitrary claims of Great Britain. Then and there the Child Independence was born.18

The more traditional and widely accepted view is that the breakdown began with the Treaty of Paris in 1763, as British officials clamped down on the colonies following the French and Indian War. Their first step was a royal proclamation in October 1763, prohibiting settlers from moving west of the Appalachian Mountains, in a vain but odious attempt to keep the colonies contained.19 Next in line were two legislative acts to raise revenue, intended to offset massive British debt incurred during a decade of military action around the globe. There was a growing sense in London and throughout the empire that colonists who benefited from the Crown’s protection should pay their fair share.

The Sugar Act of 1764 was intrusive enough from the colonial perspective, calling for stricter enforcement of duties on foreign imports, but it was the Stamp Act of 1765 that caused great public outrage. Approved by Parliament in March, it placed a tax on paper products ranging from official documents to newspapers, pamphlets, academic degrees, and playing cards (each embossed with a legal “stamp”). This was the first direct tax imposed by England in the New World, and it infuriated colonists who believed that only locally elected assemblies should levy taxes. They deemed it a brazen infringement on their natural rights as British subjects—the first manifestation of “taxation without representation.”20

Opposition began immediately, although the Stamp Act would not go into effect for eight months. An angry Patrick Henry proposed five resolutions in Virginia’s House of Burgesses, claiming that taxation by elected representatives “is the distinguishing Characteristick of British Freedom.” Farther to the north, mindful of festering street protests by the Sons of Liberty and other activist groups, the Massachusetts assembly sent a letter inviting other colonies to a meeting in New York “to consider of a general and united, dutiful, loyal and humble representation of their condition to His Majesty and the Parliament; and to implore relief.” The result was the Stamp Act Congress, the first joint assembly in colonial history.21

Twenty-seven representatives from nine colonies met at the Federal Hall building in New York from October 7 to October 25 (Virginia, North Carolina, Georgia, and New Hampshire royal governors prevented their respective delegations from taking part). Attendees included a list of soon-to-be prominent patriots, among them Samuel Adams of Massachusetts, John Dickinson of Pennsylvania, Caesar Rodney of Delaware, and John Rutledge of South Carolina. They formalized a declaration of rights, the first of its kind in America claiming that Parliament had “a tendency to subvert the rights and liberties of the colonists”—and demanding that the act be repealed. But in the first of a lengthy list of fourteen resolutions, they respectfully acknowledged that “his Majesty’s subjects in these colonies owe the same allegiance to the crown of Great-Britain . . . and all due subordination” as all others living in the empire. Independence was not yet on their minds.22

The colonists were startled that the sheer force of their opposition led to the repeal of the Stamp Act in March 1766. At least part of this was due to the coercive power of British merchants, who feared the destructive impact of an American boycott of their goods. But any chance to celebrate was offset by another decree—the Declaratory Act—issued on the same day that the Stamp Act was abolished. Composed in the cumbersome language of eighteenth-century politics, it declared that the American colonies “are, and of right ought to be, subordinate unto, and dependent upon the imperial crown and parliament of Great Britain,” and that Parliament was authorized to make binding laws “in all cases whatsoever.”23

(The severe wording was so impactful in the colonies that one memorable phrase—“are, and of right ought to be”—was co-opted by Richard Henry Lee in his independence resolution to the Second Continental Congress on June 7, 1776. But that act of one-upmanship was far off in the future.)

The Declaratory Act set off a verbal and legislative tug-of-war between England and the colonies that endured for the next decade, threatening imperial policies and activating the most radical revolutionaries, including Samuel Adams, John’s older second cousin. British officials in London heard alarming reports of clandestine meetings leading to “mob rule” in the streets and governmental leaders being hung in effigy. In an effort to gain more of control over the king’s subjects, Parliament passed the even more controversial Townshend Revenue Acts in November 1767.24 These called for specific taxes on seventy-two types of imported paper products, in addition to lead, paint, and tea, while establishing a five-man board of customs commissioners to supervise trade and prevent smuggling.25

The new board was to be housed in Boston—another purposeful finger in the eye to Sam Adams and his “Sons of Liberty.” Adams responded by writing a letter for the Massachusetts House of Representatives in February 1768, protesting the Townshend Acts as “an infringement on [our] natural and constitutional rights.” His hope was to provoke a reaction from other colonies and facilitate a unified opposition. Adams did, however, try to soften the blow by expressing “firm confidence in the king, our common head and father, that the united and dutiful supplications of his distressed American subjects will meet with this royal and favourable acceptance.”26

It turned out to be a waste of time and ink, because those “dutiful supplications” were promptly rejected. King George III and Parliament were in no mood to back off in the face of increasing colonial resistance. They also were aware of another set of published complaints, John Dickinson’s “Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies,” composed over a two-year period from 1867 to 1868, that took further aim at the Townshend Acts. The erudite Dickinson wrote under a veil of anonymity—among other things, he was a lawyer, not a man of the soil—but his no-nonsense prose found a receptive audience among the mostly rural colonial citizenry. The fifth letter noted that it was the “indisputable [and] acknowledged exclusive right of the colonies to tax themselves,” which became a popular talking point as more Americans were exposed to his work.27

British royalty could not do much about a series of unsanctioned letters from an anonymous author, but it sought to crack down on the defiant action of the Massachusetts legislature. Allowing a locally elected government body to criticize the Crown in such an unfettered manner would be seen around the world as a sign of weakness. Accordingly, Lord Hillsborough, secretary of state for the colonies, demanded that the Massachusetts men rescind the letter. When they refused to do so—by a lopsided vote of 92–17—the colony’s royal governor, Francis Bernard, stepped in to disband the house of representatives.28

The impact rumbled through the colonies, touching off a spike in protests and even more support for a boycott of British goods. Bernard became so desperate that he asked for troops to “rescue the government,” because Boston was now “under the uninterrupted dominion of a faction supported by a trained mob.” British authorities had endured the Stamp Act crisis without the need for military intervention, but he knew they would not be able to do so this time, in the wake of such public discord. It was another inflection point in a burgeoning transatlantic dispute that showed no signs of abating.29

* * *

A British fleet and two infantry regiments entered Boston on September 28, 1868, adding the daunting presence of royal musketry to an already-strained civic atmosphere.30

Furious citizens coalesced behind Samuel Adams, who, in addition to his usual verbal rabble-rousing, used the pseudonym “Vindex” to publish their thoughts in the Boston-Gazette and Country Journal:

Is there anyone who dares to say that Americans have not the rights of subjects? Is Boston disfranchised? . . . Will the spirits of the people yet unsubdued by tyranny, unaw’d by the menace of arbitrary power, submit to be govern’d by military force? No. Let us rouze our attention to the common law, which is our birthright—our great security against all kinds of insult and oppression.31

Adams chose to write anonymously during this period, adopting as many as thirty pseudonyms and sometimes appearing in different newspapers under different names on the same day. He was, alternatively, “Vindex,” “A Layman,” “A Tory,” “A Bostonian,” “A Puritan,” “Shippen,” “E. A.,” “T. Z.,” “Populous,” “Candidus,” and “Determinatus” (and, on very rare occasions, “Samuel Adams”). The astounding literary facade was a window into his brilliance as a master manipulator and propagandist. “The impersonations allowed him to stretch the truth in various directions,” wrote his most recent biographer, Stacy Schiff. “Without fear of reprisal, he could audition and venture out on limbs. He could provoke, contradict and disavow.”32

The first year and a half following the arrival of British troops in Boston offered fertile territory for America’s new provocateur. On December 12, 1768, “Vindex” wrote that “it is a very improbable supposition that any people can long remain free with a strong military power in the very heart of their country.” On January 9, 1769, “T. Z.” asserted that “it seems to be generally agreed that every man who is taxed has a right to be present in person, or by his own representative, in the body that taxes him.” On December 16, 1769, writing under his own name, Adams opined that “it is with astonishment and indignation that the Americans contemplate the folly of the British Ministry in employing troops to parade the streets of Boston. . . . Britain may fall sooner than she is aware; while her colonies who are struggling for liberty may survive her fate and tell the story to their children’s children.”33

Detached as he was from realities on the ground in America, King George III seemed to sense danger more acutely than other members of his hierarchy. In a speech to Parliament on January 9, 1770, he said he wanted to “recommend to the serious attention of my Parliament the state of my government in America,” declaring that “in some colonies, many persons have embarked on measures . . . calculated to destroy the commercial connection between them and the mother country.” Unfortunately for the king, his warning failed to spark any substantial reaction from Parliament. The assembled Lords and Commons were far more focused on domestic issues than the angry musings of Samuel Adams and a few American rabble-rousers.34

Adams was not the only patriot raising his voice in the colonies, but he was the most effective at creating compelling narratives. And he had no problem turning tragedy into opportunity, as happened on February 22, 1770, when, amid rising tensions over the importation of British goods, a customs informer fired randomly into a crowd of protesters at his home and killed eleven-year-old Christopher Seider. The Boston-Gazette summed up public opinion by identifying Seider in its obituary as “the unfortunate Boy who was barbarously Murdered.”35

Adams sprang into action, organizing a theatrical funeral procession on February 26 that attracted two thousand local residents. Led by five hundred school boys marching in pairs and six young pallbearers chosen by Seider’s parents, the mourners passed Faneuil Hall, the Old State House, and the Liberty Tree before arriving at the Granary Burial Ground. Adams and his cohorts were delighted at multiple printed tributes, considering “this little hero” to be “the first martyr to the noble cause.” The brisk outpouring of emotion convinced the Gazette that a positive change in British attitudes might even result: “It is hoped the unexpected and melancholy death of young [Seider] will be a means for the future of preventing any, but more especially the soldierly, from being too free in the use of their instruments of death.”36

Tensions boiled over into a much more famous event on the night of March 5, 1770, when British “instruments of death” were involved again. A mob of several hundred irate residents gathered on Boston’s King Street, near the customs house, and began to harass the single sentry posted there, heaving snow balls and oyster shells, feeding off their colleagues’ rage. Some Bostonians were armed with clubs. Fearing for his safety and worried that the crowd would soon plunder the “King’s money,” the sentry sent word to Captain Thomas Preston for help and reinforcements. Preston gathered eight well-armed soldiers and raced to the scene.

It was a recipe for disaster. Details of exactly what happened in the next few minutes are hazy—so many conflicting accounts exist—but there can be little doubt that Preston and his red-clad troops were pinned against the customs house, pelted with taunts and physical threats from the rabid, jeering throng. “The Mob still increased and were more outrageous,” Preston said later, “calling out, ‘come on, you Rascals; you bloody Backs, you Lobster scoundrels; fire if you dare . . . we know you dare not.” After several long, taut moments, one British soldier was struck with a club and fired his musket. His compatriots reacted by popping away in terror, spraying bullets randomly and felling eleven colonists—five of them killed or mortally wounded.

Many in the crowd ran away, others cowered, and a few scrambled to their homes to retrieve firearms. Additional carnage was avoided only when someone had the presence of mind to summon the acting governor, Thomas Hutchinson, who lived nearby. Hutchinson brushed off threats to his own well-being and defused the turmoil, speaking with participants on both sides, interviewing witnesses, and pledging himself to a full legal inquiry. Captain Preston and the eight soldiers who came to their sentry’s aid were arrested and imprisoned in the wee hours of March 6, calming the city’s nerves.37

The history of the country had changed in an instant, but no one knew it yet.

There is no evidence that Samuel Adams was present that night in the King Street cauldron (Schiff, his biographer, said he “may have been”), but he clearly and defiantly was involved the next day, determined to capitalize on what he considered outrageous British behavior. At 11:00 a.m. on March 6, with “the Blood of our Fellow Citizens running like Water thro’ King Street,” a committee of fifteen men, led by Adams and wealthy merchant John Hancock, met with Hutchinson to demand the removal of British troops from the city. Hutchinson was reluctant to give up control of his own military, but, seeing no other way out of the
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