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To my grandparents and great-grandparents, who were inspired by the Declaration’s promises to cross an ocean





… this was the object of the Declaration of Independance. not to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, not merely to say things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject;… it was intended to be an expression of the american mind…

—THOMAS JEFFERSON to Henry Lee, May 8, 1825

Now, my countrymen,… if you have been inclined to believe that all men are not created equal in those inalienable rights enumerated by our chart of liberty, let me entreat you to come back. Return to the fountain whose waters spring close by the blood of the Revolution… do not destroy that immortal emblem of Humanity—the Declaration of American Independence.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN, “Speech at Lewiston, Illinois,” August 17, 1858

The Declaration is the Polaris of our political order—the fixed star of freedom. It is impervious to change because it states moral truths that are eternal.

—GERALD R. FORD, “Remarks at a Bicentennial Ceremony at the National Archives,” July 2, 1976







INTRODUCTION [image: ]

I was six when I first saw the Declaration of Independence. There, in its old marble shrine in the Rotunda of the National Archives, it seemed as powerful to me as the Ten Commandments. Around me, people of all ages stood transfixed, straining to make out the faint words and signatures. Once I had stared in awe at the dim parchment, my parents took me to the gift shop and bought me an “antiqued” copy, printed on golden-brown, crinkly paper. I pinned it up on my bedroom wall and can still remember its sweet-sour aroma. When I looked up at it over the following years, it symbolized to me the basic ideals of America.

Though I didn’t understand it at the time, my encounter with the Declaration—one that tens of millions of people have shared—reflected its three lives: as America’s most revered relic, as a symbol of our most deeply held principles, and as an ever-present part of American culture. This book tells the story of how those three lives came together to create one nation.

The “official” engrossed parchment has survived two hundred and fifty years, overcoming neglect and abuse, heroically saved in times of war, and preserved by ingenious technology. Though it was nearly forgotten for a time when the Constitution seemed the more important founding document, for most of its existence it has been a priceless relic, protected by custodians, conservators, and armed guards. It has been displayed in bright sunlight and locked in dark cabinets, rescued from the flames, hidden in a cellar, carried in carts, moved secretly by train, and secured by the world’s most sophisticated security systems. The scroll is a time machine, drawing visitors in a never-ending stream to gaze in wonder at the very parchment touched and signed by the larger-than-life men who founded America.

The Declaration’s second life is as a noble ideal, making it the central expression of the American experience. This is the basis for Abraham Lincoln’s claim, at Gettysburg, that ours is a nation “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” Every major political program and piece of legislation, and so many of our most memorable speeches, refer to, build upon, or argue with the Declaration. It envisions a common destiny for the “one people” who chose to separate from the King of England and his Parliament. If the Constitution tells us how to live together as a political community, the Declaration tells us how we should want to live. How the Declaration came to be the supreme symbol of our national ideal is the story of America over two and a half centuries.

These two lives are linked together by a third: the transformation of this statement of lofty principles into a central element of American culture. The story of this third life is largely untold, though in many ways it is the one that has brought the Declaration closest to Americans. The Declaration has inspired heroic paintings and mass advertising, as well as melodramatic movies and a high-minded musical. It has been commodified to sell posters, T-shirts, hats, and scarves. We have carried the Declaration into our homes, schools, and offices, hanging that crinkly fake parchment on our walls or displaying a commemorative plate or medallion. In 2025, a limited-edition printing of the Declaration on calfskin parchment was marketed for well over one thousand dollars. While writing this book, I visited the National Park Service’s Franklin Court Printing Office in Philadelphia and bought paper copies of the two earliest typeset Declarations fresh off a reproduction eighteenth-century printing press. The frames I bought to hang them in were more than ten times as expensive as the prints, but as Lincoln observed, what is inside the frame is worth its weight in gold. As an object and commodity, the Declaration has for over two centuries been part of our culture, linking us deliberately and tangibly to our founding moment.

Yet although the Declaration seems everywhere, its history and our relationship to it remain less known. Some persistent myths remain, such as the belief that the document was signed on July 4. Other questions are more intriguing. What explains its power to guide settlers on the banks of the Mississippi in the early 1800s and, nearly a century later, inspire my immigrant ancestors arriving in Chicago to assimilate and embrace American values? More difficult is understanding how the same document was used both by those fighting for equality throughout American history and by those who sought to separate from the United States to “preserve” their liberty. How could it contain eternal truths and yet be repeatedly reimagined to fit the needs of the time?

As a child I didn’t know that John Locke’s philosophy, or any other, had influenced Thomas Jefferson. Growing up in the North, I wasn’t aware that Southerners had justified secession by appealing to the Declaration’s claim that the governed could withdraw their consent, or that, a century later, Black Panthers and separatist militias alike would invoke its language to justify violent resistance to the federal government. For my friends and me, it was enough simply to hang the Declaration on our bedroom walls, as Americans had done in the 1820s, and 1880s, and 1940s, tying us just as powerfully to a shared national history.

The country we live in today came into focus roughly a century ago, when massive numbers of people flocked to our shores, radically transforming the fabric of a society that was industrializing and urbanizing. We went from being an agricultural, Anglo-Saxon Protestant nation of a few million souls in 1776 to a nation of immigrants from around the globe. How would these newcomers—poor, often illiterate, few of whom spoke English—become American? When the Librarian of Congress Herbert Putnam decided to enshrine the Declaration in 1924, it was part of a deliberate effort at civic education: our founding document taught people like my grandparents that they had as much a right to be considered American as the generation of ’76, but that they had an equal responsibility to embrace the principles and values that gave rise to the Nation’s founding and shaped our society afterward.

Throughout our history, new citizens have eagerly embraced both these new rights and new responsibilities, proudly joining those whose families have been here for generations and thinking of themselves as nothing other than Americans. In my family, the Declaration was a living document, always contrasted to the oppression of the old country. When my uncles shipped off to Europe and the Pacific in World War II to fight for freedom, they carried its values with them. This would link them, just a few decades later, to those at home who invoked the document in the Civil Rights Movement.

I am a historian of the nineteenth century by training and spent most of my career writing about America’s relations with Asia. Living in Japan, where the government designates the country’s most important historical artifacts as “national treasures,” brought home to me how unique it is that America has a founding document that expresses its values and principles. The Declaration is undeniably our National Treasure. But only recently have I come to understand why the Declaration is just as important to us now as it was to John Adams and Thomas Jefferson. While usually interpreted as either a passionate assertion of equality or a searing call for liberty (including rebellion), it is only by telling the whole story of the Declaration—from its inception to today—that we can recognize its vital role as an enduring symbol of unity and civic assimilation. Hence this book was conceived, in which the overlapping lives of the Declaration—as relic, symbol, and cultural object—are dug up, dusted off, explored, debunked, celebrated, critiqued, and woven into a single fabric for the first time.

Three decades ago, Pauline Maier’s American Scripture revealed the deep and broad seams of colonial thought that informed Jefferson’s immortal draft. More recently, Danielle Allen’s Our Declaration brought the document’s philosophy of equality to life for a modern audience by connecting her own experience in the classroom and her family’s history to make a case for taking seriously its claim of equality for all. Fifty years earlier, the influential conservative political philosopher Harry Jaffa insisted that Lincoln’s reading of the Declaration contained a powerful argument against moral relativism. Gordon Wood showed how the Declaration’s philosophy was expanded by Americans almost as soon as the country was founded. In our fractured times we can take solace in the fact that people across the political spectrum find inspiration and meaning in the Declaration.1

A constitutional republic is a fragile creation, for only the people’s adherence to its principles and rules preserves it. It is easy to undermine belief in democracy, and since the founding of the Republic, claims that either mob rule or shadowy cabals are destroying the people’s sovereignty have been prevalent. Just as damagingly, moments of social dissension and political partisanship have flared throughout American history, most tragically in the Civil War and again in the 1960s and 1970s.

Against such views, our founding document remains a powerful statement of unity, as much today as two hundred and fifty years ago. It has as much to teach us about the bonds that tied generations of Americans together as it does about liberty and equality. The unity it creates is expressed not just in abstract philosophical ideas but also in common hopes and shared beliefs of what life is meant to be in America, of what we have long called “the American Dream.” The Declaration speaks of one people in its opening line. The representatives adopted their document for the “united States,” even as they believed in state sovereignty. And the Signers set an enduring example by pledging to each other “our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.” They shared a similar set of values and assumptions—biblically inspired, steeped in natural law, and drawn from England’s constitutional traditions. The new country they created embraced pluralism, but it saw individual liberty and political responsibility as tightly bound together. Equality was important, and its meaning would expand over time, but so were those sacred bonds.

It is the spirit of the Declaration that called forth the great defenses of national unity expressed by George Washington in his Farewell Address and by Daniel Webster’s famous reply to Hayne and that animated Abraham Lincoln’s entire political philosophy. Union was imposed by force, it is true, during the Civil War, but the Declaration’s appeal has more often worked through persuasion and inspiration, by providing a cohesive, if evolving, set of beliefs that define the American ideal. Unity meant something different to Americans in 1776 than it did in 1789, let alone in 1861 or 1924. Yet even as our definition of unity has changed, the Declaration remains the bedrock upon which each generation has built its beliefs.

Unity and Union are no less important today in a vastly more multiethnic and multicultural America than the one that came into being in the 1770s and was torn apart and patched together in the 1860s. The Declaration, I believe, remains the starting point for defending that precious achievement. We can only do so by embracing the principles and preserving the traditions that gave rise to the world’s first durably self-governing and self-correcting nation.

This is not a cynical or angry book—we have far too many of those already—but neither is it naive. It is an optimistic and hopeful book, celebrating America’s successes and acknowledging our shortcomings. The story of the Declaration is an unfinished one, as we seek together to build a happier, more just, and more prosperous society, one “constantly labored for… even though never perfectly attained,” as Lincoln put it in 1857. Each generation becomes part of a chain stretching back to 1776. What we learn from the history of the Declaration of Independence is our own history, ever evolving, ever striving.





Prologue DECLARATION [image: ]

On the morning of Thursday, July 4, 1776, Thomas Jefferson rose at dawn and measured the temperature in Philadelphia. It was a comfortable 68 degrees at six a.m. Later that morning, Jefferson, tall, retiring, with a shock of sandy hair, walked two blocks from his rooms on the southwest corner of Seventh and High Streets to the Pennsylvania State House. There, on the ground floor of a redbrick building with a prominent bell tower, he took his seat as a delegate to the Second Continental Congress.

Inside the wood-paneled Assembly Room, where the Pennsylvania legislature usually met, the members sat grouped by colony behind tables arranged in rows. On most days, the three tall windows on either side of the room were opened to relieve the heat, only to be closed again to block the noise coming from the carts and horses on cobblestone Chestnut Street in front of the State House and the horseflies buzzing in from a nearby stable. But this day was thankfully unseasonably cool, with temperatures topping out at 76 degrees Fahrenheit.

Until recently, the thirty-three-year-old Virginian had not made much of an impression on the Congress. Alone among the delegates he had taken detailed private notes of the debates, but he said little throughout the proceedings. In fact, he was rumored not to have made a single speech since his arrival in Philadelphia in June of the previous year. His pamphlet A Summary View of the Rights of British America, an eloquent case for self-government widely circulated in 1774, had won him some renown but Jefferson was overshadowed by many of his fellow delegates. The Congress was filled with some of the most influential leaders of the colonies, such as the printer and inventor Benjamin Franklin of Philadelphia, the passionate and irascible lawyer John Adams of Massachusetts, and the eloquent Pennsylvania farmer John Dickinson, whose popular Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania in the late 1760s vehemently denounced taxes and tariffs imposed by Parliament. Today, however, it was the quiet Jefferson and his written words that would define the moment.

For the roughly fifty men who walked into the State House in Philadelphia that morning, the day represented the end of the world they knew and the beginning of a new, uncertain one. Their original plan had been to convene “in Congress” in May 1775 to seek redress for a litany of grievances that had been festering with King George III and Parliament for more than a decade. But even before they could meet, tensions exploded into conflict in April 1775, as British Redcoats fired on militiamen at Lexington and Concord.

The British sent thousands of troops across the Atlantic to crush the rebellion. In response, the gathering in Philadelphia had quickly become a war congress, raising an army and navy and appointing the forty-three-year-old George Washington of Virginia commander of the Continental Army. After more than a year of fighting, things were not going well for Washington and his forces. They had driven the British out of Boston in March, but now General William Howe and his Redcoats were moving on New York City and Washington was severely outnumbered. The Congress had concluded that it was only with foreign support, in the form of money and arms, that the colonies could hope to prevail—and that conclusion had brought them to this day.

For most of the delegates, the Fourth of July was an anticlimax, a necessary finish to their great action of two days earlier. On July 2, 1776, Congress had taken the unprecedented step of voting to approve a resolution proposed by Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, to become “free and independent states.” Having overcome strong opposition to Independence from delegates such as Dickinson, John Adams wrote to his wife, Abigail, back in Massachusetts that July 2 “will be the most memorable Epocha, in the History of America.”1 That was the day most delegates thought would be considered the dawn of a new era.

Now, two days later, the delegates had gathered once again to finish off what they considered to be an administrative job. A “decent respect to the opinions of mankind,” as Jefferson would put it so memorably, required them to explain to their fellow citizens and the world why they had made this fateful decision.

John Hancock gaveled the session to order, sitting in his high-backed chair that legend recounts was emblazoned with a rising sun. At thirty-nine, the merchant Hancock was one of the richest men in Massachusetts, possibly even in the colonies. Years before, he had opposed British trade restrictions and tangled with customs officials over the Stamp and Townshend Acts, at the risk of losing his fortune. For these reasons and for his considerable political skill, he had been elected president of the Second Continental Congress.

Sitting just below Hancock and to his right, facing the delegates, was forty-six-year-old Charles Thomson, the powerful secretary of the Congress, who was carefully keeping overlapping journals of Congress’s doings, including a handwritten daily Rough Journal and another Secret Journal. Single-handedly acting as the administrative staff of the Congress, Thomson recorded the body’s decisions, responded to communications, jotted down notes, and collected and preserved all documents used in deliberations, including the slips of paper on which were written resolutions and other business.2

But on this most important of days, Thomson took no notes, not even in the Secret Journal. Future generations would not know exactly what was said in favor or against publicly declaring Independence. They would not even know how many men were in attendance on July 4, how long they debated, or the tally of the vote. Ever since, mystery has surrounded the earliest moments of the existence of the United States of America.

Before the delegates lay a draft statement declaring the colonies’ separation from Great Britain. The words were almost entirely Jefferson’s, composed over a few days in June. Though the Congress never formally labeled it a “declaration of independence,” the document was an inspiring philosophical defense of freedom and a legal argument justifying the unprecedented step of asserting sovereignty. It was an essential element in becoming a country, but few in Congress saw it as more than a much-needed instrument. Other issues were even more pressing.

For two days Jefferson had watched with dismay as Congress tore into his draft, cutting almost a quarter of the document. Fatefully, it deleted the draft’s most impassioned paragraph, a ringing denunciation of the British slave trade. At the very founding of the United States, the poisonous issue of slavery could only be dealt with by pushing the day of reckoning into the future. By the end, a total of eighty-six changes were made by various hands to Jefferson’s draft, changes he later called “depredations” and “mutilations.”3

By midmorning on the Fourth, it was done. Most of Jefferson’s stirring phrases survived and the Declaration, now with a capital “D,” was adopted. The Rough Journal of the Congress recorded events in as simple terms as possible: “The Declaration being again read was agreed to as follows.” Here the rest of the page was left blank, for in the rush of business Charles Thomson had failed to copy down the actual text of what soon would be titled “A Declaration By the Representatives of the United States of America, In General Congress Assembled.”4

After this final, irrevocable step… nothing happened. Work did not stop. No celebration was held, nor was there even a public reading, despite later claims to the contrary. The delegates turned to other business, meeting on their various committees or heading off on personal errands. When Caesar Rodney of Delaware sat down to write his brother, he noted simply that “the Declaration has laid the foundation,” and then went on to talk about buying shoes for his sisters and about the coming harvest.5 And Thomas Jefferson himself? He walked out of the State House and over to a merchant’s shop, where he paid for seven pairs of women’s gloves to be sent home to Monticello.6

Only in the full course of time would Jefferson’s document come to be seen as the foundational statement of the principles binding together what was now the United States. Yet even two hundred and fifty years later, much of the Declaration’s history remains unknown or shrouded in myth and misunderstanding. The date of its adoption would be misunderstood as the day of Independence, and for a half century almost no one knew that the document was not actually signed on July 4. When the Declaration was finally written on parchment and signed later that summer, the scroll was kept secret and then quickly forgotten. Just as surprisingly, it was not until well into the twentieth century that anyone knew the name of the scribe whose iconic script is now so familiar to Americans.

Though Thomas Jefferson and his colleagues had no doubt as to the importance of the document they had produced, and no little pride in it, they would have been astonished to learn that a quarter of a millennium later, the parchment they signed would still exist and that millions of people would patiently wait hours in line to view its faded script. To understand how this document became America’s national treasure and the supreme expression of the Nation’s ideals, we need to back up and retravel the road to July Fourth.





Chapter 1 THE ROAD TO JULY FOURTH [image: ]

When John Hancock gaveled in the Continental Congress on the morning of July 4, 1776, he may well have reflected on the road that England and the colonies had traveled over the past decade, one neither side expected to lead to this moment. This entire business had in fact started because of another war, one in which Great Britain and her American colonies had won a glorious victory.

Sparked in a secluded glen in the Pennsylvania colony in May 1754, when a twenty-two-year-old Virginian militia officer by the name of George Washington and his Indian allies had attacked a French detachment in territory contested by the two great powers, the French and Indian War had drawn the American colonies into a larger global struggle known as the Seven Years’ War. Shepherded by the brilliant William Pitt, who as Prime Minister had championed the idea that the French should be confronted overseas rather than in mainland Europe, Britain had by 1763 defeated its mortal enemy and a coalition of European powers and secured control over the eastern part of North America, becoming the most powerful empire in the world.1

But the victory had come dearly, costing as much as £100 million and plunging Britain deeper into debt. The parsimonious government of King George III, who had ascended to the throne in 1760, decided that since British troops had saved the American colonies from French domination, the grateful colonists should pay to offset the expenses of the war and help defray the cost of the thousands of troops garrisoned in America to defend the greatly enlarged territory won by Britain. It would turn out to be one of the costliest miscalculations in world history.2

Starting with the hated Stamp Act, in 1765, officials in far-off London began imposing taxes for the first time to raise revenue from the colonists. The new policies spelled the end of the “salutary neglect,” as the great political thinker Edmund Burke termed it, that had long marked English relations with the colonies. Over the next nine years, taxes were levied, abandoned, and levied again, on daily items such as paper, sugar, glass, and tea. American appeals were ignored, then listened to, then once again ignored. Most provocatively, Parliament formally asserted its right to legislate for the colonies in all cases whatsoever, raising the question whether Parliament’s authority over the colonies was limited or absolute.

The colonists felt their rights as Englishmen were being trampled. They fundamentally objected to being taxed not by their own assemblies, but by Parliament, without consent or representation. It was one thing for Parliament to regulate trade within the empire, but something entirely different for lawmakers across an ocean to override local assemblies and extract revenue from people with no say in the matter. British arguments that the colonies were represented virtually in Parliament were as offensive to American sensibilities as claims of an inherent right to pass binding legislation.

The great danger thus went beyond taxes. London was destroying the colonists’ indigenous mechanisms for governing themselves, their unwritten constitutions. Many of the emerging colonial leaders, men like John Adams, James Wilson, and Benjamin Rush, were steeped in the history of the ancient Roman Republic, and their reading of Cicero and Tacitus taught them to fear conspiracies against liberty. They and their fellow colonists now came to believe they faced just such a great conspiracy, spearheaded by a cabal of corrupt ministers who controlled the King and Parliament.3

Firebrands like Samuel Adams whipped up anti-British feeling, while secret groups like the Sons of Liberty formed in various colonies to agitate for greater freedom from British control. Riots and resistance to revenue collectors in Boston led the Crown to send British regulars to garrison the city in 1768, enraging the residents who saw the stationing of a standing army on their soil as a direct threat to their liberty. Two years later, on a snowy night in March 1770, a platoon of Redcoats fired on a crowd of jeering citizens pelting them with rocks and ice balls, killing five. The melee was quickly branded the “Boston Massacre” and memorialized in a famous print by Boston artisan Paul Revere that was widely publicized throughout the colonies.4

When London imposed the Tea Act of 1773, many colonists were ready to resist. The act was adopted to save the deeply indebted East India Company, which had over three million pounds sterling of overpriced leaves sitting unsold in its warehouses in England. It gave the Company a monopoly over tea sales in the colonies and allowed it to drop its prices by lifting most duties, making its imports more affordable than even smuggled tea.5 Determined to assert its political authority over the colonies, Parliament retained the three-pence tax on tea first levied by the Townshend Act of 1767. Though tea was now cheaper, the real issue was political authority, and the Bostonians retaliated with their famous “Tea Party.”

For over two weeks in December, tensions were brewing over the latest shipment of tea, brought into Boston Harbor by three British vessels. In public meetings, Bostonians demanded that the tea be returned and refused to unload the chests. Governor Thomas Hutchinson ordered the ships to stay docked in preparation for seizing the tea and forcing the town to pay the import duty. On the night of December 16, several dozen members of the Sons of Liberty dressed as Mohawk Indians boarded the three ships, broke into the holds, and dumped 340 chests of newly arrived Chinese leaves into the harbor, valued at more than £10,000.

The response, which arrived the next spring, was harsh. Parliament imposed a series of punitive measures called the Coercive Acts, which the colonists took to calling the Intolerable Acts, shutting down Boston’s port, quartering British troops in American homes, and putting Massachusetts under direct British control.6 As news spread, resolutions of sympathy were passed throughout the colonies and a shared feeling emerged that a crisis had arrived.

The more vigorously Parliament acted, the more the thirteen very different colonies were pushed together as key civic leaders became radicalized. For over 150 years, the colonies had been independent from one another, with little sense of common interest. Begun as private, for-profit endeavors organized by joint-stock companies or given as royal grants, they now stretched twelve hundred miles along the Atlantic seaboard, from New Hampshire in the north to Georgia, bordering Spanish Florida, in the south.7 On the eve of Independence, there were approximately two million colonists and five hundred thousand Blacks held in bondage, while the number of American Indians, most of whom lived and hunted outside of the thirteen colonies, remains unknown.8

Tens of thousands of colonists lived in a scattering of port cities, from Boston and New York to Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Charleston. Though connected to England and the Caribbean, Parliament’s Navigation Acts of 1651 and 1660 prevented them from engaging freely with the wider world. The overwhelming majority of the population settled in towns, villages, and isolated farmsteads stretching into the backcountry. The vast extent of the rest of the landmass, revealed with each new push westward, remained in their eyes a “hideous and desolate wilderness,” as Pilgrim leader William Bradford had put it in his classic 1651 account Of Plimouth Plantation.

The thirteen colonies presented a geographical, religious, and social kaleidoscope. Approximately half the population was of English descent, with Scots, Irish, and Welsh making up another sixth. German immigrants clustered in Pennsylvania, Maryland, and New Jersey; Swedes maintained their residences in Delaware; French dotted the colonies and Dutch continued to live in New York long after losing New Amsterdam to the English in 1664.

In the north, small farmers worked the stony New England soil, while seafaring Bostonians depended on the trans-Atlantic trade in cod to buy manufactured goods from Britain. In the mid-Atlantic, Germans reaped wheat from Pennsylvania’s rolling hills and both they and the Scotch-Irish hungered to open rich farming land in the Ohio Valley. Farther south, the Tidewater tobacco fields along the innumerable creeks and rivers of Virginia and Maryland gave way to rice and cotton plantations in the Carolinas and Georgia. Besides the farmers and merchants, there were thousands of self-made men, such as the inventor and printer Benjamin Franklin, who dirtied his hands in ways that the Dutch patroons along the Hudson River in New York or the aristocratic Fairfaxes of Virginia never did.

The Puritans of Massachusetts were as different in their faith from the Quakers of Pennsylvania and Anglicans of Virginia as they were from the Catholic Spanish and French, while Africans brought local beliefs from their homelands. The madness of the Salem witch trials of the 1690s would have astounded the cavaliers of Virginia, whose plantation system was odious to Massachusetts’s moral sensibilities. Yet for all of that disapproval, slavery could be found throughout the colonies, both north and south, as it could in English and French colonies around the world.

By the 1760s, the colonists were overwhelmingly middle and lower class. Many families whose ancestors arrived as indentured servants now owned land and practiced a trade. A strong streak of egalitarianism remained, even as some became great landowners, merchants, and shippers. The abject poverty that engulfed the peasant class in the Old World was largely unknown in America, and pauperism was rare beyond pockets in the rapidly growing cities.9 Such opportunity, of course, was denied to the vast majority of Africans held in bondage, though there were thousands of freedmen who owned land and houses and engaged in trade.10

Each colony was independent, ruled differently, produced different goods, and charted its own path. These “folkways,” as David Hackett Fischer termed them, were deep and rich, yet underneath the differences, the customs and beliefs undergirding English culture would provide a bedrock upon which to build an independent nation.11



The growing crisis pushed the colonies into cooperation that only a few decades before would have been unimaginable. King George’s obstinance and Parliament’s blunders enflamed radical polemicists like Samuel Adams and Patrick Henry and led others to believe that some coordination of action was required. To show support for Massachusetts after the Intolerable Acts, all of the colonies but Georgia sent delegates to a “continental congress” that met in Philadelphia in 1774. There they formed a “Continental Association” and agreed not to import British goods, though full implementation of the plan was delayed by merchants’ concerns. They also dispatched a so-called Olive Branch petition to the King, asking him to recognize their grievances and effect a reconciliation with Parliament. The delegates agreed to meet again the following spring if their petitions failed to bring about relief.12 In the meantime, they set up committees of correspondence to maintain communication among themselves, began forming committees of safety, and started organizing militias and stockpiling arms and munitions.

Massachusetts was the most obstreperous colony. In January 1775, King George had maneuvered Parliament into declaring the colony in rebellion. This allowed his government to send thousands of British regulars to squelch resistance, hoping to make an example to the rest of the colonies. The move spurred more determined resistance, both physical and rhetorical. In a March lecture to a convention of committees for the county of Worcester, Massachusetts, a clergyman named Elisha Fish encapsulated in one sentence the entire philosophy that Thomas Jefferson would draft more than a year later. “The right each individual hath,” asserted Fish, “to enjoy his own life, liberty, and property, or his own earnings, as a privilege of a reasonable creature, given him with his being from God the creator, evidently stampt on the human soul, which stamp gave birth to government, as a means to preserve and enjoy this right.”13 British actions aimed at destroying this right, the colonists believed, and they were prepared to defend their liberties.

Late on the night of April 18, British Redcoats in Boston set out to seize rebel arms and gunpowder and to arrest John Hancock, Samuel Adams, and other leaders of the rebellion. They marched toward Concord, about twenty miles from Boston. At dawn on the nineteenth on Lexington Green they clashed with the local militia and then engaged hundreds more militiamen at Concord later in the morning. After a bloody retreat back to Boston, the British found themselves encircled by thousands of American militiamen, who settled in for a long siege. The next month, the Second Continental Congress convened in Philadelphia. It was now a war congress, charged with raising funds to create a Continental Army, whose command had quickly been given to George Washington, at the urging of John Adams.14

Over the next year, news from the front lines was not good. Though he forced the British out of Boston in March, Washington was perpetually undersupplied and faced with short enlistments and desertions. By the spring of 1776, it was becoming clear that the Americans could not hold out without the financial and material support of France, Great Britain’s main geopolitical adversary, and Spain. Congress would be forced to consider its most radical move yet.



All told, about eighty-six men gathered at various times in Philadelphia during the Second Continental Congress. Around them in the State House resonated the din of the colony’s main administrative center. Across from Congress’s Assembly Room on the first floor the Supreme Court continued to meet to dispense the King’s justice until April 1776, with judges, lawyers, plaintiffs, defendants, and bailiffs all jostling and talking in the entrance hall. Meanwhile, the colony’s legislative assembly met up on the second floor until mid-June, creating yet more noise and bustle as members trudged up and down the large staircase that circled the base of the clock tower.

Some of the Congress’s delegates showed up for just a few days, others arrived months after it started. A good number, like Thomas Jefferson, left for long stretches and returned later, while some like John Adams participated regularly. They were great minds with petty jealousies, crafty politicians, and far-seeing philosophers. Stout John Adams was known for his prickliness and Roger Sherman for his Puritan simplicity. The shrewd and avuncular Ben Franklin was always ready with an anecdote or witticism. Many did not like the vanity and caprice of their president, deriding him as “King” Hancock and accusing him of calculating opportunism. Yet despite their failings and foibles, their shifting alliances and bitter battles, collectively they achieved something great and unprecedented.

The necessity of securing foreign support for their war forced them to face the fundamental question: What were they fighting for? Their “Olive Branch” petition proposing reconciliation had been rejected—indeed King George had refused even to receive it. But if returning to the British fold under more amenable terms was their goal, they could hardly ask for or expect foreign support. Could the thirteen colonies survive independently from Great Britain? There were tens of thousands of Loyalists in the colonies, many of whom were leading citizens. Eventually, between 60,000 and 80,000 Loyalists would leave the colonies, going to England, Canada, and other imperial possessions, a number five times greater than the exiles of the French Revolution. After a year of fighting, those who branded themselves as Patriots had yet to answer what the war was ultimately about.15

As the conflict raged and the British advanced, the colonies slowly but inexorably moved toward Independence. Despite the strong Loyalist feelings of many and the lack of any major battlefield victories, radical voices such as Samuel Adams continued to insist that the colonies take the ultimate step. Looming in the background was the very real possibility of military defeat.16

The cause of Independence was given an immeasurable boost in January 1776 with the publication of Common Sense, a fiery pamphlet by a thirty-nine-year-old English Quaker named Thomas Paine. Thin and ruddy-faced with blazing eyes, Paine had failed in every vocation he had attempted. His life was changed by a serendipitous introduction in London to Benjamin Franklin, then serving as the colonial agent representing the interests of Pennsylvania and several other colonies. By the end of November 1774, Paine had left London for Philadelphia, where he quickly became a polemicist.

Within a year of his arrival, Paine produced the most influential, and incendiary, political tract ever published in America. Common Sense was both a summation of previous arguments and a new, almost religious vision of the future, not only for America but for the world. Though far from the first to advocate separation from England, he was the most effective agitator on paper, the counterpart to Samuel Adams in the streets. In unforgettable language, he condemned the monarchy as “the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry,” dismissing lingering calls for reconciliation. “We have it in our power to begin the world over again,” Paine assured his readers, using language that would soon become familiar among the radical revolutionaries in France. It was discussed in taverns, churches, village greens, and assembly halls throughout the colonies. By the spring, over one hundred thousand copies had been sold.17

Common Sense raised the political debate to a new level. Over two intense months, from May to July, radicals in Congress like John Adams and the Virginian Richard Henry Lee chipped away at the restraining influence of men like the Pennsylvanian Joseph Galloway, who proposed an ingenious yet utterly impractical plan of union between the colonies and Great Britain.

Yet Congress was not the only player. Each colony’s elected assembly passed resolutions, sent petitions, and gave instructions to its delegates in Philadelphia. Some, like Pennsylvania and South Carolina, were more skeptical of Independence. Others, like Virginia, took concrete steps to separate from Britain. Political sparring took place in both Philadelphia’s State House and the colonial assemblies.

By the middle of May, the radicals were gaining the upper hand. On May 10, 1776, Congress passed a resolution proposed by Richard Henry Lee, of Virginia, recommending that each colony “adopt such government as shall in the opinions of the representatives of the people best conduce to the happiness and safety of their constituents.” This all but declared an end of British rule and would have made each colony a sovereign state. Upon acceptance of the resolution, John Adams wrote in his diary, “I thought it was independence itself, but we must have it with more formality yet.” Adams then forced through a more radical, even confrontational, preamble to the resolution advocating that “the exercise of every kind of authority under the said crown should be totally suppressed.” A formal breach was now all but inevitable.18

Though Massachusetts radicals had long led in the vanguard of independence, it was the courtly yet passionate Virginians who opened the final act of the political drama. On May 15, the Virginia Convention, which had replaced the colony’s House of Burgesses after its dissolution by the royal governor, passed a resolution declaring the “United Colonies” free and independent states and ordered its delegates to lay the resolution on the table in Congress. By mid-May, seven other colonies had aligned with Virginia to support Independence. Maryland, Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, and New York were as yet undecided. Debates over separation continued alongside the equally urgent business of fighting the war.19

The formal act of severance sought by John Adams came the next month. Once again, it was Richard Henry Lee who proposed the fateful step. On Friday, June 7, the tall, aristocratic-looking planter whose left hand, mangled by a musket accident, was covered in black silk, introduced three resolutions, all interconnected, each depending on the others to be successful.


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

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

That a plan of confederation be prepared and transmitted to the respective Colonies for their consideration and approbation.20



The final break was at last on the table. Independence was the most dramatic proposal in Lee’s resolutions, but it was an instrumental act, necessary to carry through the following two motions. The American colonies had to become independent so they could conduct foreign relations and create a new governing structure. And those steps had to be taken to win the war.

To be successful, the vote on the resolutions had to be unanimous; otherwise, the British would certainly try to drive a wedge between the colonies. But Adams, Lee, and the other pro-Independence leaders were not certain they could pull off unanimity. Most of the middle colonies, as Thomas Jefferson noted in his private record of the debate, were “not yet ripe for bidding adieu to British connection, but… they were fast ripening.” The pro-Independence bloc hoped that the holdouts, especially Pennsylvania, South Carolina, and New York, would recall their anti-Independence delegates and send new ones with instructions to vote in favor of separation. So Congress voted on June 10 to postpone a decision on Lee’s resolutions for nearly three weeks, until July 1.21

Fairly assured that the vote would go their way, and ready to seize the moment, the majority in Congress appointed three committees, each to start preparing the documents necessary to carry out the three resolutions of June 7: a public declaration, a “model treaty” for foreign alliances, and “articles of confederation” to govern the relations among the colonies. On June 11, a committee of five members was named to draft a declaration of independence: Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Roger Sherman of Connecticut, New York’s Robert R. Livingston, and Thomas Jefferson. With only a few weeks before the vote, the committee had little time to decide how it would handle its critical assignment.

The committee never seemed to consider jointly drafting the document, and instead soon narrowed down the candidates for authorship. Livingston agreed with men like Dickinson and Edward Rutledge that it was too soon to separate from England. He may have been included on the committee to give voice to the minority view.22 Sherman, though a fervent supporter of Independence, also served on the committee to draft articles of confederation at the same time. Franklin was laid up with the gout and in any case commented that he’d never write anything that a committee would get its hands on.23 That left Adams and Jefferson. Despite, or perhaps because of, Adams’s position as leader of the pro-Independence faction, within days the young Jefferson had been given the task. Amid the rush of other business, Jefferson repaired to his rooms a few blocks away to focus on the declaration.



During those three weeks in June 1776, the colonies and Congress grappled with the looming decision on Independence. The Congress attracted attention far and wide and, though its members had adopted a resolution of secrecy “not to divulge, directly or indirectly, any matter or thing agitated or debated in Congress,” Philadelphia newspapers reported on much of its business.24 Some select groups were allowed to observe part of the proceedings, and on June 11, the day the Committee of Five was appointed to draft a declaration, a delegation of Indian sachems from the Iroquois Confederacy journeyed to the State House. There they met with the president of the Congress and bestowed upon him the name “Karanduawn,” or “Great Tree,” undoubtedly gratifying “King” Hancock’s vanity.25

Such encounters did not amuse John Adams, who feared that the delays over the vote on Independence threatened the entire project. As he wrote to Samuel Chase of Maryland near the end of June, “it has been already so often postponed, that to postpone it again would hazard Convulsions, and dangerous Conspiracies.” Other delegates laid some blame at the feet of the Karanduawn, later charging that Hancock “very much contributed to obstruct the Declaration of Independence… until it became inevitable, and [only then was] reluctantly drawn in with his vote it its favour.”26 Adams was typically overwrought, for despite his fears the pendulum was steadily swinging toward Independence.

Finally, on Monday, July 1, Congress reconvened to “take into consideration the resolution respecting independency.” It resolved itself into a committee of the whole and John Hancock turned the gavel over to the portly Benjamin Harrison, of Virginia. No official notes were taken on any of the debates that week, not even in Thomson’s Secret Journal, perhaps because the delegates knew they were committing treason and wanted no formal record of their words. Jefferson, however, kept a private account of the discussions, which became the most important record of the birth of the United States.27

Congress filed into the State House on July 1 for the last battle. For nine hours they clashed. While many may have spoken, it came down to John Dickinson on one side and John Adams on the other. Adams, then forty, was given the responsibility of making the final argument in favor of separating from England. Calling, as he said, on the “god of eloquence,” his effort earned him the sobriquet the “Atlas of Independence.” Though Jefferson noted that Adams “was not graceful nor elegant, nor remarkably fluent,” his rhetoric that day “moved us from our seats.” No one saw fit to record his precise words, but the lawyer from Massachusetts apparently masterfully summed up all the reasons for Independence. In the end, his case was based on what he had argued to Congress a month before, “that the question was not whether, by a declaration of independence, we should make ourselves what we are not; but whether we should declare a fact which already exists.” Despite the praise, the ever-dyspeptic Adams had a far more negative view of the day, writing to Samuel Chase of Maryland that the debate was an “idle Mispence of Time for nothing was Said, but what had been repeated and hackneyed in that Room before an hundred Times for Six Months past.”28


[image: Engraving of 18th?century men in wigs and waistcoats gathered in a formal hall, one signing a document.]
Congress Voting Independence, by Edward Savage, after Robert Edge Pine, was considered the most accurate image of the Assembly Room in Independence Hall during the Second Continental Congress. Begun in 1784 by Pine and completed after his death by Savage, the engraving did not appear until 1859.

Yet after his performance Adams knew the resolutions would pass, at the least “by a great majority,” as he wrote Chase.29 The committee of the whole voted to move Richard Henry Lee’s resolutions forward for a final decision. The three-week pause had played exactly the role he, Franklin, and Jefferson had hoped.

Independence was now all but assured, but three colonies remained opposed: a now-wavering South Carolina, influential Pennsylvania, and a split Delaware contingent. New York, meanwhile, had not yet received instructions to vote in favor. Even at this final moment, unanimity remained elusive. If Independence passed only by a majority vote and not by a unanimous one, Britain would take advantage of any division among the colonies. That could well prove fatal. At this most fragile pass, hope glimmered. The South Carolinians asked to postpone the final vote to the next day, indicating that for the sake of unity, they might cast their ballot in the affirmative.

Even with South Carolina’s olive branch, none of the delegates could have expected that the next morning, July 2, the opposition would vanish, quite literally, and a savior would ride in on horseback. Yet that morning, both John Dickinson and Robert Morris, two of the most powerful voices against Independence, diplomatically absented themselves, allowing the Pennsylvanians to support the measure. Next, the South Carolinians held to their word and voted in favor. But unanimity still eluded the Congress.

And then, just as the vote was taking place, the cancer-stricken Caesar Rodney of Delaware galloped up to the State House. Summoned late the day before by his friend and fellow delegate Thomas McKean from his home near Dover, eighty miles from Philadelphia, he had ridden the entire night through “thunder and rain.” Booted, spurred, and mud-splattered, Rodney strode directly into the State House and cast his vote with McKean, thus giving Delaware a majority in favor. Twelve colonies had unanimously voted in favor of Independence. The delegates from New York, the last holdout, made it clear they would follow suit just as soon as new instructions arrived, which they did three days later.


[image: Handwritten July 2, 1776 draft of the Declaration of Independence with notes, tallies, and aged paper. ]
The vote tally for Richard Henry Lee’s Resolution for Independence, July 2, 1776.

For John Adams, it was the most important victory of his life. He had been away from his home and beloved family in Braintree for months, leading the charge for Independence. Above all, he missed his wife and closest confidante, Abigail, who had stayed back to manage the farm and look after the children while war raged only miles away.30 With Independence at last achieved, he poured out his feelings to her in a letter the next day:


Yesterday the greatest Question was decided; which ever was debated in America… The second Day of July 1776, will be the most memorable Epocha, in the History of America.—I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated, by succeeding Generations, as the great anniversary Festival… 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.31



His emotion was both understandable and justified, for Adams knew best of all what they had gone through to reach this moment and the risks they were taking.

The first public announcement of Independence was far less dramatic than Adams’s letter back home. Readers of the Pennsylvania Evening Post on July 2 could have been forgiven if they missed the brief note on the last page of the paper, next to a reward of three dollars for the return of a runaway slave and above an announcement of ships for sale: “This day the CONTINENTAL CONGRESS declared the UNITED COLONIES FREE and INDEPENDENT STATES.”32

The great deed was done; the delegates had decided to separate from Great Britain. Now, it was time to explain to their fellow colonists—citizens of a new country—and the world what had happened, and why.





Chapter 2 “OUR LIVES, OUR FORTUNES, AND OUR SACRED HONOR” [image: ]

On the morning of June 12, 1776, Thomas Jefferson opened a portable wooden writing desk of his own design and began to draft a declaration of independence. Just over two weeks later, on June 28, he handed over the Committee of Five’s draft statement to John Hancock. Four days after that, Congress voted to sever ties with the King and Parliament.

The members of the Continental Congress had been at war for over a year. Now they would have to become diplomats and create some kind of national government. But before that, they needed to inform the world of what they had done. They understood that Independence would become real only when others knew about it and supported it, and they knew that tens of thousands of colonists did not favor separation from England.

The Congress had picked some of its most distinguished members for the drafting committee, including John Adams and Benjamin Franklin. More than once, it would be asked why, if five well-known men were appointed to draft a declaration, it became the work largely of one. Thomas Jefferson was not considered a leader among the delegates. Nevertheless, his writings were admired, and he was known for a “happy talent at composition.”1 The young Virginian had been an early advocate of Independence, and it was to him that the committee entrusted the task.

In 1822, near the end of his long life, Adams claimed in a private letter that it was he who had thrust the pen into Jefferson’s hands. According to this account, Jefferson balked at the suggestion and asked why him. Adams wrote that he replied,

“Reason 1st You are a Virginian and Virginia ought to appear at the head of this business.

“Reason 2d I am obnoxious, suspected and unpopular; You are very much otherwise.

“Reason 3d You can write ten times better than I can.

“ ‘Well,’ said Jefferson, ‘if you are decided I will do as well as I can.’ ”

Jefferson remembered the exchange somewhat differently and less dramatically in a letter to James Madison the following year: “they unanimously pressed on myself alone to undertake the draught. I consented; I drew it…”2

Jefferson had rented the second floor of a narrow three-story house owned by a German bricklayer, Jacob Graff. Here, two blocks west of the State House, where the city gave way to undeveloped fields, he set to work.3 Later artists would portray a somber Jefferson standing over a table strewn with crumpled pages, illuminated by candlelight, a heroic image of genius and toil. The reality was rather different. Like most delegates to Congress, he had been given multiple responsibilities, and even now he was on four other committees. The declaration was not the only item on his plate, and he worked in haste. Always a fluent writer, Jefferson composed quickly, and in a few days finished the draft, turning “to neither book or pamphlet while writing it,” as he recalled decades later in his letter to Madison.4



What was the document Jefferson presented to the committee, which they revised with him before sending to the Congress?

To begin with, the Declaration was not a formal instrument of Independence—that would be accomplished by the vote that would take place on July 2. Its primary job was to lay out the causes that were forcing the colonies to separate from Great Britain and throw off allegiance to King George III. Further, while the Declaration’s underlying philosophy was revolutionary, Jefferson’s specific arguments were not original, nor were they meant to be. Decades later, John Adams tried to downplay Jefferson’s intellectual contribution of so many years before: “there is not an idea in it, but what had been hackney’d in Congress for two years before. The substance of it is contained in the Declaration of rights and the violation of those rights, in the Journals of Congress in 1774. Indeed, the essence of it is contained in a pamphlet, voted and printed by the Town of Boston before the first Congress met…”5

This was a judgment Jefferson himself agreed with. In his letter to James Madison in 1823, not long after learning of Adams’s characterization, he admitted that “I did not consider it as any part of my charge to invent new ideas altogether & to offer no sentiment which had ever been expressed before.”6 Jefferson understood that to be accepted by the colonists in the summer of 1776, the Declaration had to include ideas that were widely shared and to enumerate injuries keenly felt. As
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