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Introduction

The British called it the Incident on King Street. Future U.S. President John Adams would describe it as the day the “foundation of American independence was laid.” But the events of March 5, 1770, in which an altercation between eight British soldiers and an angry Boston crowd left five citizens dead, has become known as the Boston Massacre. The name of the incident owes much to the florid invective of Sons of Liberty mastermind Samuel Adams, a patriot dedicated to bringing the people of Boston to his point of view—namely, independence from Great Britain.

Boston at this time was a teeming city of 16,000 with a flourishing maritime trade and a fierce adherence to self-government. When the British government sent 4,000 troops to the colony after the successful resolution of the French and Indian War in 1763, the citizens of Boston, who were opposed to the British efforts to address the debt it had undertaken during the war, acted upon their outrage. The troops were in Boston to ensure that customs duties were paid. The protesters were there to make the soldiers’ assignment as unpleasant as possible. The soldiers’ patience was sorely tested by rowdy townspeople, impudent apprentices, and the ever-present stoking of sentiment by the Sons of Liberty.

The vivid sight of the soldiers in the city, their quartering in public buildings, their mere presence was a constant irritant to the Bostonians. After the conclusion of the French and Indian War in 1763, most colonists regarded themselves as loyal British subjects, but loyalty was a circumstance easier to accommodate when living an ocean away from the royal governing authorities. When British forces landed in Boston in 1768 to enforce the collection of unpopular customs duties, the colonists felt as if the city had an army of occupation ruling them. Having the army, the military arm of the government, in the capital city of Massachusetts would serve to turn many of the citizens from a stance of political neutrality to one of almost rabid rebellion.

While life in Boston was not so challenging for the officers in the British forces, the ordinary soldier had a far different lot. Punishment was brutal. Desertions ran high in the army. The day-to-day insults and harassment against the troops did not ease the emotions; the Bostonians were free to vent their resentment, while the troops were expected to maintain the peace. It was perhaps inevitable that the simmering frustration would boil over into violence.

The Boston Massacre took place on a cold night in March, when snowballs served as a handy weapon for some of the crowd to hurl at a sentry, Hugh White, in position at the Customs House. White called out for support, and his summons was answered by Captain Thomas Preston, the officer of the day, a non-commissioned officer, and six privates. Preston stood in front of his men and told them not to fire, but the crowd was eager to goad the troops into action. Witnesses who gave depositions after the shooting reported hearing the order to fire, but there was a wide divergence on whether Captain Preston had actually voiced the order. At some point during the night, the word fire was uttered and bullets struck men in the crowd; three were killed immediately, two died later of their wounds.

Eager to avoid any impression of unfairness, the British and the colonials alike were determined to present a fair trial: the Bostonians didn’t want to risk losing the self-government and liberty which they enjoyed, and the British didn’t want to see the event turn into a civil fissure between crown and colony. Acting Governor Thomas Hutchinson, with the agreement of British General Thomas Gage, was able to delay the trial of the British soldiers for seven months to allow hot tempers time to cool.

Samuel Adams, a second cousin to future President John Adams, was quick to exploit the potential of the shootings, and he was instrumental in the publication of A Short Narrative of the Horrid Massacre, a pamphlet which would be printed and sent to London to sway the opinions of the British public to support the colonial position. Adherents intent on justifying the attack also printed their pamphlets in a war of words designed to convince readers that the soldiers were innocent.

Not everyone in Boston or the rest of the colonies wanted to be independent of Great Britain; even the line-up of lawyers for the prosecution and the defense presaged the division that would erupt as men and women chose opposite sides. John Adams, the lead lawyer for the defense of the soldiers, was a patriot by inclination, but he believed in the right to a fair trial regardless of politics. Assisting him in the defense was Josiah Quincy II, also a patriot. Prosecuting the soldiers was Josiah’s brother, Samuel Quincy, who was solicitor for the crown. Taking the case reflected his duty, not his personal view; he was a loyalist in his beliefs.

The Boston Massacre was a prelude for the American Revolution, and as the British government failed to convince Bostonians that it was willing to hear their grievances, the radical views of Samuel Adams and other members of the Sons of Liberty became more prominent. In 1773, the city would once again take the lead in an act of rebellion against the British when Bostonians disguised as Mohawk Indians dumped approximately 92,000 pounds of tea into Boston Harbor, rather than pay the tax on it. British punishment was swift; the port of Boston was closed until the city repaid the British East India Company for the lost tea and damages. The city, which had been seething since the Boston Massacre—Massacre Day was observed annually as a grim reminder of the event—was inflamed anew by this ruling. It was only a matter of time before the British Army and the colonial forces came to blows.

Five years after the Boston Massacre, the thirteen colonies and Great Britain were at war. The David and Goliath aspect of the confrontation, as the colonial army fought against the mightiest military in Europe, came to the fore when the Americans, now one country instead of thirteen individual colonies, proved their mettle and declared their independence and ultimately, victory.

Did anyone envision, on the night of March 5, 1770, as Boston citizens lay dead and the British soldiers were in jail, that this event would be the lighting of the fuse that would lead to independence? Many hoped that calm would prevail, but others, including Samuel Adams, hoped for a separation from Great Britain. Whether Adams was a visionary or a hothead is open to debate. But then, much of the Boston Massacre is also worthy of discussion. It was an eighteenth-century confrontation with tactics and results which can be seen wherever people fight against a superior power, even in modern times. There is, however, one theme which cannot be denied, and that is that the rule of law triumphed, a tribute not only to the tradition of British jurisprudence but also to the practices of the rustic young nation which owed its legal heritage to the British Empire against which it fought.


Chapter One

From Allies to Enemies

“It is truly a miserable thing that we no sooner leave fighting our neighbors, the French, but we must fall to quarreling among ourselves.”

—Reverend Samuel Johnson

With the exploration of the New World across the Atlantic Ocean, the European powers had a new playing field upon which to act out their territorial quarrels. France and Great Britain had been adversaries for centuries, a relationship that was not improved when they both had colonies on the North American continent where their geopolitical tensions could extend for miles across an uncharted wilderness with a vast store of resources.

The thirteen British colonies in the New World regarded themselves as British subjects, and as such, their enmity against the French was a given during the years when relations were cordial between Great Britain and its colonial possessions. However, the British, French, Spanish, and Dutch were not the only populations affected by the transplanted animosity. The continent was a giant mass of land for the taking, in the eyes of the expansionist-minded Europeans, and as the native tribes watched the encroachment of the white settlers, it soon became obvious that they needed to choose sides if they were going to have any hopes of retaining the lands that had belonged to them for as long as their tribes had memory.

Early in the 1750s, as France expanded its reach into the Ohio River Valley, the French and their Native American allies fought against the colonial Americans in what became known as the French and Indian War. To the French, the Ohio River Valley was part of New France and belonged to them. For the British, the Ohio River Valley was part of the colony of Virginia. The territory that currently makes up the states of Ohio, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Kentucky, Indiana, and Illinois was the frontier, and it soon became the front lines of what was actually a global war.

There had been prior wars fought on colonial soil between the British and the French: King William’s War, which took place from 1688-1697; Queen Anne’s War, from 1702-1713; and King George’s War from 1744-1748. All of these conflicts were proxy fights for supremacy between the European foes who found that their enmity had crossed the Atlantic Ocean.

The imperial tentacles of the dominant European powers reached far, and it wasn’t long before the war in the colonies evolved into a global conflict, spreading to Europe in 1756 and involving almost all of the significant European powers. At stake was control of the vast North American continent and its wealth of resources, the lucrative fur-trading industry, and access to the Ohio River, a major source of transportation for a country with limited roads.

The British were fighting a powerful alliance of French and Native Americans, and in the beginning, the British were not faring well. Then, in 1757, the British government, led by Prime Minister William Pitt the Elder, came to the realization that this was not a faraway skirmish but a threat to British imperial goals; if the French won North America, Great Britain’s global influence would be diminished. The British borrowed significantly and took on debt













Conclusion

For the colonies, the event which became known as the Boston Massacre to the Americans and the Incident on King Street to the Brits played its part in heaping more fuel upon the flames of rebellion against the British government and King George II. The anniversary of the day was commemorated annually as Massacre Day to continue to lead the public closer to separation from Britain.

John Adams had a broader view of the event, regarding it as the foundation upon which American independence was laid. Boston’s rage against British authority was a cornerstone of the move to independence. After the Boston Tea Party, when Bostonians masquerading as Native Americans dumped 342 chests of tea imported by the British East India Company into the harbor, British retaliation was severe. The British closed the port of Boston, shutting off trade until the city repaid Great Britain for the lost tea—an amount which would be approximately $1.4 million in modern currency— and for damages. British troops were quartered throughout the colonies. The British brought the Massachusetts charter under British authority, limiting the local citizens’ influence in government, limiting town hall meetings to one a year. Trials involving British officers and those loyal to the crown would be tried in Britain if they committed crimes in the colonies. Although prominent citizens in the other colonies, such as George Washington, disapproved of the destruction of the tea because it was private property, they were even more opposed to the British reaction to the action.

The British actions were called “the Intolerable Acts,” and as a result, the colonies sent representatives to the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia, where they met from September 5 to October 26, 1774, to debate colonial response to the punishment inflicted on Massachusetts. Their letter to King George II, in which they laid out the reasons for their displeasure and threatened to boycott all English goods if the government did not bring an end to the Intolerable Acts, was ignored.

They agreed to meet again on May 10, 1775, as the Second Continental Congress, if there was no satisfactory resolution to the conflict between the Mother Country and her colonies. Before that could take place, several hundred British troops marched into Lexington, Massachusetts on April 19, 1775, meeting 77 militiamen who comprised the local defense against the professional army of Great Britain. The Battle of Lexington left eight Americans dead, and the American Revolution had begun.

