
		
			[image: Cover for The American Revolution and the Fate of the World, Author, Richard Bell]
		

	
		
			
			
			[image: Book Title, The American Revolution and the Fate of the World, Author, Richard Bell, Imprint, Riverhead Books]
			

		

	
		
			[image: Publisher logo]

			Riverhead Books

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: Publisher logo]

			Copyright © 2025 by Richard Bell

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Riverhead and the R colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Cover design: Grace Han

			Cover art: Detail of Washington Crossing the Delaware by Emanuel Leutze, 1851 (oil on canvas) / Photo: Bridgeman Images

			Book design by Amanda Dewey, adapted for ebook by Maggie Hunt

			Map illustrations by Daniel Lagin

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Bell, Richard, 1978– author

			Title: The American Revolution and the fate of the world / Richard Bell.

			Description: New York : Riverhead Books, 2025. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2025023991 (print) | LCCN 2025023992 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593719510 hardcover | ISBN 9780593719527 ebook

			Subjects: LCSH: United States—History—Revolution, 1775–1783—Influence | United States—History—Revolution, 1775–1783—Foreign public opinion | Great Britain—Colonies—History—18th century

			Classification: LCC E209 .B384 2025 (print) | LCC E209 (ebook)

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025023991

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025023992

			Ebook ISBN 9780593719527

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			prhid_prh_7.3a_153726638_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				[image: ]
			

			Dedication

			Introduction 
A World Turned Upside Down

			1. The Empress of China 
The Boston Tea Party and the Fight for Free Trade

			2. Disunited Kingdom 
The British People and the American War

			3. Shock Troops 
Hessian Soldiers and the Counterinsurgency Campaign

			4. Molly Brant 
Native Diplomacy and the Fight for Indigenous Independence

			5. The Line of Ireland 
Erin’s Soldiers and the Transatlantic Struggle for Liberty

			6. Baron Steuben 
The Prussian Drillmaster at Valley Forge

			7. Long Live King Louis 
The French Alliance and the Road to Yorktown

			8. William Russell 
Privateers, Prisoners, and Britain’s Black Holes

			9. The Crown Jewels 
The Battle for the British Caribbean

			10. Harry Washington 
Slavery, Freedom, and the Pursuit of Happiness in Africa

			11. The Spanish Reconquest 
Dreams and Defeats in Spain’s New World

			12. Independence Lost 
The Invasion of India and the Rebirth of Empire

			13. Warra Warra 
The Convict Crisis and the Odyssey to Australia

			14. Peggy Shippen 
Loyalists, Mongrels, and the Great Refugee Resettlement

			Conclusion 
A Vast Globe Sent Up into the Air

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			Index

			About the Author

		

	_153726638_

	
		
			For my teachers 
David, Betty, Laurel

		

	
		
			Introduction

			A World Turned Upside Down
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					Recueil des loix constitutives des colonies, 1778. Printed in Philadelphia to be sold in Paris, this translation of the 1776 Declaration of Independence appeared in a compendium of French translations of key documents relating to American independence. It offers striking evidence that Jefferson’s famous declaration was aimed squarely at “the powers of the earth.” (Courtesy: Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History)

				
			
			An out-of-work Prussian drillmaster, clutching exaggerated letters of recommendation, sits nervously through a job interview in Pennsylvania. A Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) woman, struggling to preserve a fragile military alliance, uproots her family and relocates them to a makeshift refugee camp across the Canadian border. In a desperate act of love and defiance, a father cuts off the trigger finger of his eldest son to prevent their German ruler from sending the boy overseas to fight for King George. A schoolteacher stumbles out of a POW detention center more than three thousand miles from his family back in Boston.

			In Sierra Leone, a formerly enslaved Black American leads an uprising against British rule. In Peru, a descendant of the Incas is drawn and quartered by Spanish forces for attempting a similar rebellion. Across the Atlantic, a Philadelphia debutante—now a desperate asylum seeker in London—resolves to take her own life. And in Guangzhou, a Chinese dockworker under orders from the emperor hurls crates of East India Company tea into the Pearl River, in deliberate imitation of the Boston Tea Party of sixty-six years earlier.

			 The fate of each of these people was intimately bound to the American Revolution. Their odysseys—which we will trace in the chapters ahead—remind us that the Revolution was never confined to the thirteen colonies seeking independence. From its inception, the Revolution was a global event that drew participants from all over the world. And in its consequences, both immediate and long range, it shook every quarter of the globe. It is not an exaggeration to say that the American Revolution set much of the world as we know it in motion. Waves of ships—naval fleets, cargo vessels, and prison transports—crisscrossed the oceans, carrying soldiers, sailors, refugees, convicts, and fugitives out toward uncertain futures in alien lands. At the same time, this great war upended the economic system, disrupting supply chains and trade routes. It also shook the political order to its core, securing freedom and sovereignty for millions, while deferring or denying it for many millions more.

			

			*

			As a child growing up outside London in the 1980s and 1990s, I learned next to nothing about the American Revolution and its global ripple effects. The subject was conspicuously missing from classrooms and curricula. The imperatives of nationalism being what they are, it is perhaps understandable that British people would rather not be reminded of the War of Independence at all, let alone reflect upon its world-historical significance.

			But after moving to the United States and becoming a naturalized citizen, I discovered that a similar form of collective amnesia has long held most Americans in its grip. Unlike the British, Americans often delight in reliving the glories of their founding moment, and as a teacher I’ve long felt joy in seeing undergraduate students and public audiences light up when we talk about it. However, they usually begin from a tightly blinkered frame of reference that neglects to acknowledge all the ways that individuals and communities, then as now, are entwined. Aside from a few nods to the Marquis de Lafayette, most basic textbook histories of the Revolutionary War typically overlook, minimize, or erase its transnational scope and complexity.

			This myopia dates back almost to the moment when the guns fell silent and the peace treaty was signed. As soon as American historians started writing about the Revolution, more than two centuries ago, they began to omit and oversimplify its many foreign entanglements. For political reasons we will come to appreciate, they preferred to tell a simpler story in which plucky homegrown heroes faced down all the king’s horses and all the king’s men, all on their own.

			The repetition of that mythic version has buttressed the belief that the fight for American independence was an event somehow separate from world history. But it was not. In fact, winning independence required a world war in all but name. What began as a domestic dispute over taxes, trading rights, and home rule soon metastasized into something much bigger and broader, pulling in enslaved people as well as Native people and French and Spanish speakers living along the length of the Mississippi River. And it kept expanding outward, reverberating across every habitable continent and spreading tumult, uncertainty, and opportunity in all directions.

			Recovering the reach and resonance of the American Revolution helps us better understand every major actor, event, and turning point in that too-familiar story. To tell it fully, then, is to place the Sons of Liberty, the minutemen, and the members of the Continental Congress on the same stage as Black American freedom seekers, German relief troops, Irish privateers, Chinese tea pickers, Mohawk warriors, Sierra Leonean separatists, French sailors, Spanish blanket weavers, patriot POWs, Jamaican washerwomen, Asian rulers, loyalist war widows, and British peace activists. In short, the great task before us is to revisit and reimagine America’s founding fight as a creation story in the making of our modern world.

			

			
				
				*
			

			From its beginning, the leaders of the rebellion well understood the global reach and resonance of their great struggle. Benjamin Franklin, for example, worked tirelessly over the eight years between 1775 and 1783 to kindle the civil war within the British Empire into a worldwide blaze. In 1776 alone, he trekked to Canada to urge the Québécois to rise up against British rule, drafted a German-language handbill to provoke Hessian desertions from the king’s ranks, and set out across the Atlantic to try to secure military alliances with France, Spain, and the Netherlands.

			Over the ninety months he spent in Europe, Franklin would continue to widen the American war in any way he could think of, hiring Irish sailors to raid British merchant shipping, toasting the victories of George III’s enemies across South Asia, and recruiting Baron Steuben, the Prussian drillmaster, to rush to Valley Forge to whip the Continental Army into fighting shape. Franklin was also responsible for engineering the global peace settlement he signed in the French capital in 1783. His work to shape that Treaty of Paris not only secured the independence of the United States; it also authorized the new nation to push back the Spanish Empire’s encroachments into the Illinois Country and seize vast territories from Native peoples, redrawing almost every boundary line in North America and pushing his own fledgling republic’s western border a thousand miles into the continent’s vast interior.

			Even the Declaration of Independence anticipated that the fight for America’s future would be the work of many hands in many places. On July 4, 1776, an Irish immigrant to Philadelphia worked late into the night to set the final text of the Declaration into type. John Dunlap had a contract to print all of Congress’s official documents, and by morning he had produced two hundred identical copies on large sheets of Dutch paper destined for distribution across North America and around the Atlantic world. Everywhere it went, the Declaration announced its grand purpose, informing the international community that thirteen British colonies had formed a new political union eager to join “the powers of the earth.”[1]

			This was not simple courtesy. The delegates knew that they would need hard cash and generous credit from deep-pocketed trading partners as well as more boots on the ground and massive naval support to defeat Britain. Just weeks earlier, Richard Henry Lee, the Virginian who first proposed separate nationhood, had reminded his colleagues in Congress that “no State in Europe will either Treat or Trade with us so long as we consider ourselves Subjects of G[reat] B[ritain].” Lee was convinced that a global declaration of the patriots’ sincere ambitions for independence was “the only means by which foreign Alliance[s] can be obtained.”[2]

			Seen in this light, the document Dunlap printed on the night of July 4 was actually a declaration of interdependence. This is why the delegates translated it into multiple languages immediately and sent copies intended for King Louis XVI of France and King Carlos III of Spain on the first ship bound for Europe on July 8. It explains why John Adams drew up talking points for treaty negotiations with both nations just ten days later. It explains why Congress dispatched Benjamin Franklin to Paris that fall.[3]

			Those printed proclamations of intention and invitation reached Spain, Austria, and the Dutch Republic by the end of August, and France, Denmark, Switzerland, Poland, and the Italian states a few weeks later. It would take Franklin and his fellow envoys many months of lobbying to persuade Europe’s great powers to sign official terms of military alliance. However, his team quickly secured their covert support in the form of money and supplies. As a result, the Continental Army soon received much-needed shipments of muskets and gunpowder sourced from arsenals in the French and Dutch Caribbean and loans to pay soldiers’ wages from donors in Spanish Cuba.

			The men and boys who benefited from this bounty of foreign assistance were themselves strikingly polyglot and pluralistic. The Continental Army’s senior ranks boasted volunteer officers from as far afield as South America and Eastern Europe. Many rank-and-file enlistees were also recent immigrants, and patriot regiments hummed with a cacophony of different tongues, accents, and dialects throughout the war. Among the Continental soldiers taken prisoner at the Battle of Trois-Rivières in Quebec in 1776, for instance, eighty-nine of two hundred told their redcoat captors they had been born overseas.

			King George’s own coalition was no less multicultural, multilingual, and multinational. Warriors from more than a dozen Native nations in the trans-Appalachian West helped the redcoats engage rebel forces, as did perhaps twenty-five thousand Black fugitives from slavery. Nineteen thousand resident white loyalists also supplemented British troops, as did at least eight thousand Irishmen and more than thirty thousand soldiers loaned to the king by princes in the German states. When coupled with the Royal Navy’s initially uncontested command of the seas, all this manpower was enough to provide the British cause in America with a critical early advantage. Indeed, one of General George Washington’s greatest achievements was to avoid being cornered and forced to capitulate to these intimidating legions in the war’s early years.

			Washington’s wartime correspondence makes clear that he understood that the patriots’ most pressing priority was to divert British soldiers and sailors away from the American battlefront and tangle them up in costly, distracting operations elsewhere. Leaders in Congress agreed and sent out armadas of patriot privateers to do just that, plundering British shipping around the Atlantic rim and forcing Royal Navy warships to redeploy to convoy duty. But the patriots’ real breakthrough came in 1778 and 1779, when the fleets of France and Spain finally joined this contest. They set about turning all of the world’s oceans into battlefields. Spain pushed the conflict into the Gulf of Mexico, the Mediterranean Sea, and the English Channel, while France went on the offensive almost everywhere else.

			In the Caribbean, French admirals set their sights on the conquest of sugar islands like Jamaica—the diamonds in King George’s glittering imperial crown. To garrison those vulnerable treasure houses, Britain had to reassign regiments from tours of duty in North America and abandon Philadelphia, the biggest prize the redcoats had taken so far. Over in India, French strategists succeeded in forging a pivotal new anti-British alliance with Haidar Ali, the Muslim ruler of the Kingdom of Mysore. In 1780, he dispatched no less than eighty thousand troops to try to seize a British stronghold in Madras. That Mysorean invasion force contained nearly ten times the number of soldiers General Washington would have at his command as he led the Continental Army into battle the following year against Lord Cornwallis at Yorktown.

			As this brief survey suggests, the patriots’ success in drawing foreign partners into the war was essential to achieving American independence. Britain ultimately lost not only because of Washington’s extraordinary tenacity in the war’s several mainland theaters, but also because the king’s men had to stage long sieges, wage desperate naval battles, and take mounting casualties on too many other fronts spread too far apart. Ministers in London directed the fortunes of one hundred thousand troops during the conflict’s climactic final stages. Yet those soldiers and sailors had to stretch across a vast global canvas, leaving fewer than three in ten of them to try to rout the insurgents in North America.

			Still, there was nothing inevitable about the outcome of the Revolutionary War. In truth, the patriots’ path to victory was a near decade-long slog characterized by a string of strange bedfellows, strained alliances, and dramatic reversals. No one was ever certain what would happen next. That stark reality forced both sides to wage slash-and-burn propaganda campaigns designed to sow doubt and disinformation among their enemies. Britain’s loyalist supporters, for instance, tried repeatedly to weaponize their fellow colonists’ reflexive fear of foreigners, spreading ugly rumors that French Catholic soldiers had orders to persecute American Protestants, claim their lands for King Louis, and ban the speaking of English. For their part, Samuel Adams and Paul Revere each worked hard to persuade Irishmen, Hessians, Indigenous people, and former slaves to defect to the patriot side. Meanwhile, over in Britain, a vibrant antiwar movement brought on motion after motion in Parliament to cease fire and end all offensive operations against the rebels.

			

			*

			From the first shots at Lexington and Concord in 1775 to the last cannon blasts at Cuddalore in southern India in 1783, the Revolution broke boundaries and crossed borders. Indeed, the decisive role played by international allies like France and Spain is only one part of this sprawling story. While the United States rose from the wreckage of the war to take its place as the youngest member of the family of nations, many other communities caught up in it had to fight just as long and just as hard to find their own footing in the brave new world that followed.

			For enslaved people, the Revolution was a fierce campaign to stage the largest exodus out of bondage since biblical times. For Native people, the war marked a dangerous fork in the road, stirring famine, spurring a massive refugee crisis, and permanently shifting the balance of power in the heart of the continent. None of these men, women, and children were mere spectators to America’s great struggle for liberty; they were essential stakeholders, and the stakes were enormous. Indeed, American independence was nothing less than a geopolitical earthquake, an event of such magnitude and strength that Thomas Jefferson later described the Declaration, the new nation’s birth certificate, as “an instrument, pregnant…with the fate of the world.”[4]

			Within the British Empire, for instance, the war’s shocks and aftershocks demonstrated that the king’s hold over his overseas colonies was neither permanent nor invincible. That revelation prodded insurgents in British possessions from Ireland to Sierra Leone to take to the streets to assert their own ambitions for economic and political autonomy over the decades to come. American independence also cut the number of enslaved people laboring under Britain’s flag by five hundred thousand, knocking the pro-slavery lobby in London off-balance and dramatically diminishing its political power. Activists there leveraged this wholly unanticipated outcome to accelerate the rise of an organized antislavery campaign after 1783. The patriots’ dreams of liberty ricocheted around much of the rest of the planet, too, pushing questions about human dignity, popular sovereignty, and citizenship toward the top of the global agenda and equipping rights seekers everywhere with a potent new vocabulary.

			Of course, the patriots’ fight for self-determination would not break the grip of every entrenched political hierarchy around the world. In fact, in some places it produced decidedly reactionary results. In the Spanish Empire, for example, senior ministers responded to events in America with an authoritarian crackdown to bolster imperial control. Nor did the rebellion bring on the abrupt collapse of the entire British Empire. King George surrendered thirteen of his mainland colonies to the newly United States but held tight to more commercially valuable possessions elsewhere. The British Empire emerged from the maelstrom arguably stronger and more ambitious than ever, having off-loaded its most troublesome properties. Sixty thousand loyalist asylum seekers displaced by the war fanned out to other British colonies in its aftermath. Their arrival helped to tighten the reins of royal rule over Canada, the Caribbean, and India, and to extend the king’s dominion farther into Africa, Asia, and Australia.

			The chapters that follow trace the sinews of this great war from its familiar epicenter outward to all these corners of the Earth. This thematic, string-of-pearls approach pulls together many separate strands of research conducted by historians working in a variety of subfields and specialties to produce a wide-ranging and encompassing new narrative. My goal is to broaden and complicate a conflict too often perceived only in simple, narrow, and nationalist terms while advancing seven core arguments:

			First, the Revolution stirred the mass migration and circulation of enormous numbers of people across a sweeping stage.

			Second, the human cost of this eight-year war was catastrophic for many of those caught up in its tides.

			Third, the war was not an inevitable march to patriot victory, but instead the highly contingent result of improbable choices and last-minute improvisations.

			Fourth, naval power was an important key to military success, and what happened at sea often mattered just as much as what happened on land.

			Fifth, the governments, soldiers, and civilians who wrestled for global advantage often acted on the understanding that trade was power.

			Sixth, the patriots’ struggle for self-determination stirred imperial authorities to increase oversight and security over their remaining colonial subjects.

			Seventh, this was a conflict in which the call for liberty rang around the world as never before.

			Mobility. Catastrophe. Contingency. Sea power. Commerce. Security. Liberty. These seven essential themes come into clear focus when we frame the Revolutionary War in transnational terms. However, this worldwide conflict was fought and felt on a human scale, and its impact is best understood through close scrutiny of the wartime experiences of individual people. In the pages that follow, those people include, among others, Molly Brant, the Native woman who fought to preserve that fragile alliance between the Haudenosaunee and the British Crown; Baron Steuben, the flamboyant Prussian volunteer who worked to Europeanize the Continental Army; William Russell, the Boston schoolteacher-turned-privateer who was taken hostage and thrown into a black hole on the far shores of the Atlantic Ocean; Harry Washington, the Black man who escaped American slavery and later declared his own independence against British rule in West Africa; and Peggy Shippen Arnold, the Philadelphia war bride whose decision to persuade her husband to switch sides led her to flee revolutionary America in hopes of starting over in India.

			

			*

			In November 1773, however, all of that still lay in the future. In November 1773, none of these people had yet been swept up in the coming war’s ebbs and flows, nor had they embarked upon the great journeys that lay ahead of them. In November 1773, all that any of them likely knew was that tensions between Britain and the colonists were rising rapidly, and that a fleet of ships carrying Chinese tea was on its way to ports across America. What they could not have known is that what happened when those ships arrived would send the world to war and transform all of their lives beyond recognition.

		

	
		
			1.

			The Empress of China

			The Boston Tea Party and the Fight for Free Trade
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					Tea-Packing Scene at “The Big Hostel” with East India Company Officials, c. 1770s. This gouache watercolor depicts Chinese tea packers stamping down loose leaves into crates branded with the East India Company logo, under the oversight of local merchants and Company agents in Canton (Guangzhou). (Private collection; photo © Bonhams, London, UK/ Bridgeman Images)

				
			
			The rumors were vicious. The tea, the local agitators claimed, was tainted. Soiled. Fouled. Not fit to drink. The chests the British East India Company had sent to the colonies were contaminated, they said, full of fleas that had mated by the millions on the long voyage from China. All those teeming pests carried disease and would spread “distemper” anywhere the crates were landed. Worse still, they said, the tea itself was filthy, having been stamped down into the gigantic chests by odorous, half-naked Chinese tea packers with “dirty feet.” A writer in one Boston newspaper even used a common anti-Asian slur to wager his readers that if respectable women “were to see some of these coolies, with the[ir] nasty feet and legs, perform this office,” they would never touch a drop of East India Company tea again.[1]

			This bitter, xenophobic commentary stained the pages of several New England newspapers in late November and early December 1773. Sometimes the articles were unsigned and unsourced. Sometimes editors attributed the claims to European travelers who had supposedly been to Canton (Guangzhou) and seen it all with their own eyes. But regardless of attribution, all of the pieces were carefully scripted campaign materials designed by local activists to encourage consumers to boycott the tea sitting in the bellies of three ships tied up in Boston harbor at the time. And there’s strong evidence that their brazen fearmongering worked. While one subscriber wrote to her local paper to decry these reports as malicious, childish nonsense, other readers seemed to take the bait. On the night of December 16, hundreds of townsfolk turned out to watch dozens of dockworkers storm the ships to soak the East India Company’s purportedly compromised cargo in Boston’s east bay.

			Tea is originally a Chinese word, and the aromatic leaf that the term refers to has long been a staple of China’s economy and cultural identity. Today, however, we rarely pause to remember the Asian context of the Boston Tea Party, one of the signal events on the road to the American Revolution. On the contrary, the political groups in the United States who have turned its reenactment into a favorite pastime over the past half century have stripped the destruction of forty-six tons of Chinese tea of its transnational significance by focusing exclusively on present-day domestic crusades. In 1988, for example, a troop of Boy Scouts tossed a cask labeled “Crack” into Boston’s Charles River as part of Nancy Reagan’s Just Say No campaign against drug abuse. In 1990, three libertarians firebombed a Michigan post office to protest state sales taxes, using an explosive device wrapped in tea bags. And in 1997, two southern congressmen went up to Massachusetts to drown copies of the entire federal tax code. After Barack Obama’s election in 2008, tens of thousands of Americans embraced the Tea Party as the name of a new populist faction formed to oppose his signature healthcare legislation, the Affordable Care Act. Since then, rarely a month goes by without someone mailing tea bags or an envelope full of loose tea to the US Capitol to dispute one domestic policy or another.[2]

			While these ritualized restagings have kept the Boston Tea Party fresh in many minds, they have also worked to obscure the original event’s extraordinary global dimensions. The mob action in December 1773 was not simply a local brawl about the price of a cup of tea in one small New England city. As the rumors circulating at the time about the tea’s origins remind us, the events in Boston harbor that winter night not only illuminate the eighteenth-century connections between Boston, London, Bengal, and Canton. They also reveal that American independence was shaped by the colonists’ fight for free trade and access to global markets beyond the sharply drawn borders of the British Empire.

			

			*

			The Chinese had been drinking infusions made from the dried leaves of tea plants for thousands of years before Europeans came to Asia and set about copying them. The Portuguese arrived there first, sometime around the year 1500. The Dutch came next and soon began shipping cargo holds full of the leaves back to Amsterdam, quickly creating and cornering the market for tea in mainland Europe. By the mid-1600s, the Dutch were also smuggling tea the short distance across the channel to England, where it swiftly found its way into London’s more fashionable coffeehouses.

			Like Middle Eastern coffee and Mexican hot chocolate, tea from East Asia was new, exciting, and a bit mysterious, and it was not long before English shopkeepers began touting this exotic, illicit novelty for its supposedly miraculous health benefits. If London’s tea sellers were to be believed, the Chinese leaf was something of a cure-all, an all-natural elixir that could “vanquisheth heavy Dreams, easeth the Brain, and strengthen the memory.” Yet tea was not only exciting and mysterious. It was also rare, and the high prices it commanded across seventeenth-century Europe caught the attention of the East India Company (EIC). Queen Elizabeth had chartered the Company in 1600 to try to elevate England’s lowly global standing by forging exclusive commercial connections with merchants in Asia. By the 1680s, this shareholder-funded joint stock corporation had set its sights on seizing control of the growing European market for Chinese tea. While its Dutch rivals sourced all of their tea from middlemen in Java, the Company’s ambitious directors secured permission from the powerful Qianlong emperor to send agents to deal directly with the hong, a cartel of wholesalers in Canton, on China’s southeastern coast.[3]

			The fruits of that decision would soon be felt around the world. Indeed, what happened over the next one hundred years was nothing short of spectacular. As the EIC rapidly ramped up its commercial investments in China, demand for tea in Britain grew by leaps and bounds. By the mid-1760s, the Company was purchasing five million pounds of the Chinese leaf per year. Some of it was premium green tea—usually either Hyson or Singlo. But the bulk of it was cheap, durable black tea known as Bohea (boo-hee) and named for the Wuyi Mountains in Fukien Province, where a small army of Chinese peasants grew, picked, cured, crushed, rolled, and packed it for delivery via river raft to Canton and then onward by oceangoing ship to London.

			By the early 1770s, tea had become a staple of the British diet. Most people now drank at least two cups of it per day, usually sweetened with some of the cane sugar that was pouring in from Britain’s Caribbean slave colonies at the same time. The East India Company had succeeded in revolutionizing patterns of domestic consumption with extraordinary speed, turning something once rare and exclusive into a readily available, inexpensive national drink in every grocery shop.

			Indeed, the Chinese tea trade helped to make the EIC into the largest, richest, and most powerful business enterprise in the world, a sprawling global conglomerate on the scale of Amazon or Apple today. Run from its plush head offices on Leadenhall Street in London, the Company not only dominated major commodity markets like tea; it also controlled growing territories across Asia. In India, in particular, the corporation was becoming so powerful that it was starting to behave more and more like a sovereign state and colonial power. It maintained its own army and navy. It built forts, made war, and signed treaties. In fact, it had conquered Bengal in 1757 and, eight years later, began to collect taxes from the twenty million Bengalis over whom it now ruled.

			The profits from the China trade had long helped to fund and fuel this corporate expansion. The EIC paid a shilling for each pound of tea it bought from the hong in Canton and then sold those same leaves for about four shillings in London and everywhere else. Even after transportation costs, tea trading proved to be ridiculously lucrative. By the mid-eighteenth century, the Chinese leaf accounted for 50 percent of the Company’s income and perhaps 90 percent of its profits, most of which ended up in the pockets of its twenty-four directors and several hundred shareholders, both groups containing conspicuously large numbers of members of Parliament.[4]

			

			*

			The China trade was not just the linchpin of the East India Company’s business; by the 1770s, it was also a major driver of Britain’s economic growth. Successive administrations had piled tax after tax upon tea, to the point that it generated more customs revenue than tobacco, rice, or most other tradable commodities. Tax on tea funded 6 percent of the British government’s entire budget, and EIC directors also made large additional payments to His Majesty’s Treasury each year in exchange for light oversight of the Company’s overseas affairs. The Treasury put all that cash to work financing the cost of building up Britain’s navy and diversifying its woolens-dependent economy, while also using it to foot the bill for its program of overseas expansion and its ever more frequent wars against its French and Spanish competitors. The tea trade, then, was the great engine of empire. As Edmund Burke, a British member of Parliament, put it, “Tea is perhaps the most important object of any in the mighty circle of our commerce.”[5]

			A corporation as profitable and valuable as the East India Company seemed too big to fail, yet by 1772 it was actually on the brink of bankruptcy. The reasons were several. For one thing, corruption, embezzlement, and bribe taking riddled its senior ranks. Company men regularly returned from postings in Canton or Bengal flaunting extravagant wealth and glittering baubles they had mysteriously acquired in their travels. Their rampant malfeasance was much commented on back in London, so much so that the Hindustani word loot entered the English language in these years as an evocative way to denounce these executives’ excesses. Their ostentatious acquisitiveness was particularly galling given the awful famine that had been ravaging Company-controlled Bengal since 1769. That agricultural collapse killed 1.2 million Bengalis and slashed the EIC’s revenues in the region. As a result, its books no longer balanced.[6]

			However, the larger reason those books no longer balanced was China. The Qianlong emperor had exacted a steep price for granting the EIC privileged terms to deal directly with the hong. To subsidize the emperor’s own military spending, the Company’s twelve agents in Canton were expected to pay a full year in advance for each new tea shipment and to settle their bills in silver, a scarce commodity of which Britain had little. To preserve their favored status, those agents also had to place ever greater orders, even if that meant risking flooding the market at home. By the 1770s, things had started to get out of hand, and in 1771 Company agents shipped fully 50 percent more Chinese tea to London than the legal market there could actually bear.[7]

			To compound the Company’s problems, tea smuggling into Britain by other European merchants remained a major segment of the industry. The EIC had never succeeded in banishing black-market Dutch tea from home waters, and as Britons’ demand for tea surged, smuggling from the Netherlands had become big business and a magnet for organized crime. Dutch tea tasted the same as Company tea, of course, and it was usually cheaper. No surprise, then, that of the thirteen million pounds of tea consumed in Britain each year in this period, almost two thirds was untaxed contraband coming in illegally from the continent.[8]

			For all these reasons, the Company was flirting with disaster. Sure enough, with eighteen million pounds of unsold Chinese tea piling up in warehouses along the Thames, it all came crashing down. In September 1772, the EIC defaulted on a £400,000 customs payment due to the Crown. News got out, and the press piled on. The price of tea crashed, and the Company’s stock plunged by 40 percent. Thirty merchant banks across Europe failed within three weeks, and several financiers took their own lives. The East India Company’s frantic directors hastily halted the payout of the usual fat annual dividend to their shareholders and went, teacup in hand, to Parliament to seek a bailout.[9]

			In the halls of Westminster, there was rancorous debate about the pros and cons of stepping in to save a corporation so bloated, mismanaged, and blatantly corrupt. The king was an avowed critic of cronyism, and his senior ministers loathed all the political and economic power that the East India Company had amassed. Yet they ignored its plight at their peril, for if the Company went down, so, too, might Britain. All that tax revenue would evaporate overnight, sending the nation spiraling into debt and thwarting every imperial project for the foreseeable future. The prime minister, Lord North, knew that he had no choice but to act. He reluctantly authorized an immense £1.4 million emergency loan—an amount equivalent to about $2.1 billion today. In return, his government insisted on stricter oversight of the corporation’s ongoing operations across Asia and a raft of regulations to try to curb the internal self-dealing.[10]

			As part of this rescue package, ministers also drafted legislation commonly known as the Tea Act. It allowed the EIC to market its products directly to American consumers for the first time, by temporarily lifting a long-standing requirement that Asian goods passing through London on their way across the Atlantic be taxed twice—first on arrival in the capital, and then again on departure. Lifting that restriction gave the Company a quick and easy new way to dispose of some of the surplus tea now clogging up its London warehouses by shipping it onward to the colonies. If the Tea Act worked as expected, it would lower the price of East India Company tea for American consumers to a level that would undercut all the smugglers of Dutch tea doing business there while simultaneously helping to mitigate the corporation’s recent slide toward insolvency.

			On April 26, 1773, the House of Commons debated the bill for less than an hour before waving it through. It sailed through the House of Lords soon after, and King George signed it into law on May 10. No one in Westminster saw anything controversial in the Tea Act’s terms or implications. The British press yawned.

			

			*

			The hope was that dumping some of that unsold tea upon the colonists would saturate the American retail market and run smugglers there out of business. The EIC targeted the four largest mainland ports—Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston—and dispatched seven ships loaded with a total of two thousand wooden tea chests. They left the Thames on September 27, 1773. If the Atlantic Ocean cooperated, four would arrive in Boston in late November, and then one each in the other three ports soon after.

			To many in Parliament, the plan seemed flawless. The colonies existed to serve British needs, after all, and Navigation Acts put in place back in the 1650s restricted colonial merchants from trading with foreign suppliers without explicit authorization. Smuggling in untaxed imports—Dutch tea, French sugar, Spanish coffee, or Portuguese wine—violated those laws and challenged the power and primacy of the British state. Still, smuggling was widespread, and customs officials sent to the colonies to confiscate all that contraband had long been overwhelmed by the scale of the task. British ministers were thus eager to find a new way to curb the colonists’ illicit business with foreign entrepreneurs beyond the confines of their empire, and to redirect all that purchasing power toward legally imported, taxable commodities arriving on British ships.

			Lowering the taxes on East India Company tea coming into the colonies seemed like the obvious place to start. The Americans loved tea as much as anyone in London, Bristol, or Liverpool. Decades of watching their British cousins’ consumer habits from afar had cultivated the colonists’ perception that sipping tea was a status marker—a way for them to perform their Britishness and participate in the fruits of global trade. As a result, almost every free person in the mainland colonies drank it, especially ladies of fashion, who proudly presided over elaborate tea ceremonies and filled their homes with the associated trappings: sugar tongs, silver teapots, mahogany side tables, and all sorts of Chinese porcelain. Middling folk and laboring people across America took tea regularly as well, not only because it helped them to signal their identity and aspirations, but because they liked its complex, multidimensional flavor and because it kept out the cold, perked them up, and fortified them for work. According to one European visitor to New York in the 1750s, “there is hardly a farmer’s wife or poor woman who does not drink tea in the morning.” By then, even the inmates of the Philadelphia workhouse demanded it be served to them at least once a day, while Mohawk families in Native America drank it too, often from imported teacups.[11]

			Modest amounts of East India Company tea had been arriving in the colonies for decades, brought in by independent traders who had purchased it at twice-yearly wholesale auctions in London. But smugglers of Dutch tea had long had the advantage over them. Every year three quarters of a million pounds of contraband tea arrived from mainland Europe and from Dutch Caribbean islands like St. Eustatius. Some of it came ashore at New York City, concealed in the bottom of packet ships; the rest landed in isolated coves in Rhode Island, Long Island, or the Chesapeake Bay, often hidden in wine casks or stashed under legal shipments of coal and linen. This clandestine trade was common knowledge. Colonial governors often mentioned tea smuggling in their reports to their bosses back in London, and it was so lucrative that it drew in even some otherwise aboveboard merchants, like Boston’s John Hancock.[12]

			No wonder, then, that the 1773 Tea Act went off like a bomb in the colonies. Because it targeted a black market that had become a central feature of American life, it immediately alienated many merchants who had grown accustomed to importing and exporting the leaf from whatever supplier they wished. In giving the East India Company a new way to sell directly to American consumers and compete with smugglers, the Tea Act also raised the specter of a state-sanctioned monopoly, which many Americans reflexively associated with political tyranny and economic enslavement. Merchants like Hancock saw the political opportunity this presented and seized it, framing the EIC’s entry into the American retail market as a dangerous new threat to colonial liberty and free trade. Throughout the fall of 1773, they warned consumers that the temporarily low price of Company tea was a trick—a ruse to squeeze out competition and hook in unsuspecting customers upon whom the corporation could then raise prices. As one Boston columnist put it: “The first Teas may be sold at a low Rate to make a popular Entry, yet when this mode of receiving Tea is well established, they, as all other Monopolists do, will meditate a greater profit on their Goods, and set them up at what Price they please.” The British government could then pile on more taxes until the king and the prime minister would have the colonies at their feet. That would be a nightmare scenario. Monopoly is a “monster, too powerful for us to control, or contend with,” argued one New Yorker, “and too rapacious and destructive, to be trusted, or even seen without horror.”[13]

			Colonists across British North America were also well aware of the East India Company’s repellent track record in Asia. Their newspapers habitually reprinted the most sensational stories published in the British press and had been full of reports of the widespread suffering of Bengalis during the “baleful famine” in eastern India three years earlier. As John Dickinson, a Pennsylvania lawyer, explained in an essay that did the rounds that autumn, “Their Conduct in Asia, for some years past, has given simple Proof, how little [EIC directors] regard the Laws of Nations, the Rights, Liberties, or Lives of Men. They have levied War, excited Rebellions, dethroned Princes, and sacrificed Millions for the Sake of Gain.”[14]

			Embracing the role of concerned citizen, Dickinson warned his fellow Americans that the Company that had presided over the Bengal Famine now had its sights set on the colonies. To stoke their indignation, he played upon his readers’ sense of themselves as innately superior to nonwhite, non-Christian peoples in Asia. Having already starved India, Dickinson wrote, the Company now “cast their Eyes on America, as a new Theatre, whereon to exercise their Talents of [Rape], Oppression, and Cruelty. The Monopoly of Tea is, I dare say, but a small part of the Plan they have formed to strip us of our Property. But thank GOD, we are not Sea Poys [Indian soldiers in the EIC army], nor Marattas [Hindu peasants], but British Subjects, who are born to Liberty, who know its Worth, and who prize it high.” By resisting the Company’s entry into the American retail market, Dickinson argued, the colonists could reassert their rights as proud Protestant partners in Britain’s global empire and save themselves from “thraldom and slavery.”[15]

			

			*

			As the EIC’s seven ships sailed closer and closer, incensed colonists hosted endless meetings to decide what they should do when those vessels docked. In Philadelphia, New York, and Charleston, large crowds of people met to condemn the impending corporate invasion and to brand anyone who handled the Company’s arriving tea as “an Enemy to his Country.”[16]

			In Boston on November 3, Samuel Adams and his North End Caucus held a joint rally with John Hancock at the Liberty Tree, an elm tree near Boston Common that was a longtime symbol of antigovernment protest. Five hundred people turned out to march from there to the warehouse of Richard Clarke, one of the EIC’s newly appointed local resellers, to demand that he send the tea straight back to London when it arrived. But the East India Company had promised Clarke a 6 percent commission on any local sales, so he refused. That only angered the demonstrators further, twenty of whom now sacked his store, using sticks and clubs to shatter glass and batter walls.

			Over the next few days, the Massachusetts papers filled with stories detailing how protesters in some of the other port cities had succeeded in forcing a few authorized resellers there to resign. Emboldened by those examples, Boston activists tried again to pressure Richard Clarke on November 17, this time by crashing a party at his mansion on School Street. To defend his home and family from the 150 picketers massed outside, Clarke bolted his front door and fired a pistol over their heads. But the crowd paused for only a second before rushing forward, smashing his doors and window frames to try to press inside. The siege lasted for more than an hour before both sides called a truce.

			Ten days later, on November 27, someone spotted the Company’s first rented tea ship, the Dartmouth, on the horizon. It moored in Boston harbor the next morning near a British warship, its appearance triggering an important timer. British customs law had long dictated that arriving captains had just twenty days to unload their freight and pay any required import duties. If they did not meet that deadline, Crown customs agents had the authority to seize their cargoes, auction them off to pay the duties, and split any remaining proceeds among themselves. James Hall, the Dartmouth’s skipper, thus had until midnight on December 16 to land the Company’s tea and deliver it to consignees like Clarke to be sold. The protesters had only until then to find some way to stop the tea from landing before the customs men could confiscate it.

			The race was on!

			“Friends!—Brethren!—Countrymen!—that worst of plagues, the detested TEA, shipped for this Port by the East-India Company, is now arrived in this Harbour,” declared a notice pasted to fences, posts, and trees around Boston the next morning. “The Hour of Destruction or [of] manly opposition to the Machinations of Tyranny stares you [all] in the Face.” The notices implored local people to attend a mass meeting to discuss what to do, and, to organizers’ delight, so many people turned out that they had to move the event from Faneuil Hall to the much larger Old South Meeting House.[17]

			Angry and tense, the meeting muddled on for two full days as attendees struggled to come up with a way to thwart both the Company and the Crown. First, they tried to prevail on the Rotch family, the rented ship’s legal owners, to sail the Dartmouth and its hated cargo back to Britain. The Rotches reminded them, however, that this would be illegal now that the customs timer had started ticking. Next, the protesters demanded that Richard Clarke and the other designated resellers resign. But Clarke was close friends with Thomas Hutchinson, the royal governor of Massachusetts, and two other Company consignees were the governor’s sons. As points of family pride, political principle, and economic self-interest, they all stood their ground. Meanwhile, at Old South, a man at the back of the meeting house spoke up to ask, tongue in cheek, “whether a little salt water would…make as good tea as fresh.” But everyone ignored him, and the assembly eventually broke up with no more result than some threats and lots of chest-pounding promises.[18]

			On December 2, another ship, the Eleanor, arrived and was tied up alongside the Dartmouth. Two weeks later, the Beaver appeared at the wharf, while a fourth ship bound for Boston lay in storm-smashed pieces off Cape Cod. With three tea ships docked at Griffin’s Wharf, everyone in Boston—Crown officials, Company consignees, and colonists alike—was on high alert. The twenty-day timer kept ticking down. Across the city, men armed themselves, unsure of what exactly to expect. Governor Hutchinson had directed the Royal Navy to patrol the harbor to prevent the tea ships from leaving unexpectedly. He had also told friends that a mob would likely torch all three of the vessels if any crewmember or customs official tried to unload any of the Company’s cargo.

			Three days left.

			Two days.

			One.

			On the morning of December 16, with just twelve hours to go before customs men would impound the tea and sell it to benefit the Crown, hundreds of self-styled free traders returned to Old South for another emergency strategy session. They argued for hours until someone up in the gallery reportedly yelled down, “Let us take our axes and chisels and split the boxes…and throw their contents into the harbour.”[19]

			And so with no other options, and with time fast running out, that is what they decided to do. At six o’clock that evening, a scrum of local men started whooping and whistling in the streets outside Old South. They had blackened their faces with grease and coal dust and draped blankets over their shoulders to conceal their identities. “The Mohawks are come!” someone joked when he saw the feathers some had stuck on their heads in amateurish disguise. “Boston Harbor [will be] a tea-pot this night!” shouted someone else.[20]

			These local men would lead the assembled crowd the half mile from the meeting house toward the docks. The night was cold, but the moon was silvery and the sky was bright and clear. In the end, more than one hundred people clambered aboard the Dartmouth, the Eleanor, and the Beaver, some of them armed with clubs and cutlasses. With the rest of the crowd watching them from Griffin’s Wharf, they swarmed the decks, pushing customs officers and crewmen aside, breaking hatches, and using block and tackle to haul the groaning chests of Chinese tea up from the holds. They ripped back the canvas covers imprinted with the EIC’s black and red logo, hacked open the chests, and raised them to the rails. Then they all shook the loose Bohea, Congou, Singlo, Souchong, and Hyson tea inside down into the brackish low-tide waters below.

			They worked as quietly as they could, keenly aware of the Royal Navy’s formidable warships moored just a few hundred feet away. Even in the dim light, the excitement was palpable. “We were merry…at the idea of making so large a cup of tea for the fishes,” recalled Joshua Wyeth, a sixteen-year-old trainee blacksmith. Wyeth was typical of many of the tea destroyers out that night. Apprentices, journeymen, and dockworkers had turned out in large numbers, among them several who had taken to the streets during the Stamp Act protests in 1765 and the Boston Massacre in 1770. There were a few merchants, too, including an importer of lemons.[21]
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					Americans Throwing the Cargoes of the Tea Ships into the River, at Boston, 1789. This engraving, created to accompany a British-authored history of North America, captures the immense labor involved in cracking open hundreds of tea chests and shaking the loose tea into the low-tide waters of Boston harbor. (Courtesy: Library of Congress)

				
			
			Most of the men and boys out that night knew their way around a ship and were used to manual labor. Still, it was exhausting work. Each lead-lined chest weighed about 450 pounds, of which 360 pounds was the tea itself. “I never labored harder in my life,” Wyeth, the blacksmith’s apprentice, remembered. Dumping it all overboard took them three hours, and it was nine o’clock by the time they were finished. His job done, Wyeth melted back into the city. When he got home, he cleaned his face, knocked loose tea leaves from his boots, and turned in. For a long time afterward, he would deny he had ever been there that night.[22]

			And with good reason. Wyeth and the others had smashed 342 chests filled with forty-six tons of valuable tea that had traveled there from the other side of the world. The East India Company would later claim that the destroyed goods had been worth nearly £10,000, a sum that could have bought forty-five modest homes in Boston’s North End at the time. This was property damage on a wholly unprecedented scale. It was also an audacious piece of political theater. To Governor Hutchinson, it crossed a red line. This was not only terrorism; it was treason, “the boldest stroke that had [ever] been struck against British rule in America.”[23]

			

			*

			The next morning, Paul Revere set out from Boston to ride south as fast as he could. At each stop, he spread the word that “every ounce of the teas…was immersed in the Bay.” His bulletins electrified the colonists. When word reached Philadelphia on Christmas Eve, the Sons of Liberty there cheered and rang bells across the city. The following evening, a ship named the Polly arrived at the mouth of the Delaware River with 698 chests of EIC tea aboard. Inspired by what had happened in Boston, Philadelphia’s free-trade activists intercepted the ship before it could dock and threatened to lynch Thomas Ayres, the Polly’s captain, forcing him to turn it around.

			In the meantime, the ship bound for New York had been blown off course by a winter gale. When it finally arrived in April, it met a similar greeting from that city’s Sons of Liberty. They fired off “many guns” to turn it away before it could reach port, sending it back to London with every chest of Company tea still stuck in its hold.[24]

			Over the following months, protesters mounted copycat tea parties in more than a dozen other towns and cities, including Charleston, Yorktown, Annapolis, and Princeton. In Boston, sixty men staged a second tea party in March 1774, rushing aboard yet another ship to break open and destroy twenty-eight more Company chests. Farther inland, activists began mugging peddlers selling tea and mobbing innkeepers and merchants who served or sold it. They took to burning tea, too, organizing ominous, often frightening public spectacles in which riled-up townsfolk hurled any leaves they could find onto bonfires and terrorized neighbors who refused to join in.[25]

			These outbursts of public violence, at times fueled by drunken high spirits, divided the colonists. Plenty of people eagerly participated in the escalating protests, while many others, notwithstanding their complaints against Britain, worried that mob rule was taking hold before their eyes. When word of the first Boston Tea Party reached Mount Vernon, George Washington condemned it as unwise and counterproductive. So, too, did Benjamin Franklin, who was in London lobbying Parliament to repeal the Tea Act. “I am truly concern’d,” Franklin wrote when he heard what had happened, “as I believe all considerate Men are…, that there should seem to any a Necessity for carrying Matters to such Extremity, as, in a Dispute about Publick Rights, to destroy Private Property…. This…it is impossible to justify.” Resolutions passed by several Massachusetts town meetings sounded similar notes. The townsmen of Marshfield, for instance, voted to renounce “all methods of imposition, violence, and persecution,” while in nearby Freetown residents condemned the “Spirit of Anarchy, Disorder, and Confusion prevailing in some Parts of this Province.” These concerned New Englanders had no love for Lord North’s administration or the East India Company. But they found the frenzy of lawlessness now gripping their communities to be far more chilling.[26]

			News of the Boston Tea Party first reached London on January 19, 1774. It was a big story there—the first time in two decades that goings-on in the colonies had dominated the front pages. According to one British aristocrat, “The American business engrosses the whole talk of the town.” The London papers published long, grim accounts of the fate of the tea and described Bostonians as being in open rebellion against the imperatives of empire. British readers seethed. Members of Parliament debated moving the Massachusetts capital out of Boston, while the attorney general declared the wanton destruction of the EIC’s Asian imports to be a calculated effort to restrain imperial trade. It was, he said, an act of high treason against Britain’s economic interests—and thus equivalent to a declaration of war against His Majesty.[27]

			Parliament soon voted to bring the rebellious colonists to heel. In May 1774, its members served up not one but four pieces of retaliatory legislation, known collectively as the Coercive Acts. Their purpose was to stop the colonists from meddling in global trading policies that Parliament deemed to be none of their business. First came the Boston Port Act. It closed that city’s docks until its residents agreed to pay the EIC for the cost of the drowned tea, a move that cut off major maritime supply routes, put thousands of local people out of work, and raised the prospect of starvation. Next came the Massachusetts Government Act, a power grab that swept away local political autonomy and let British administration officials stack that colony’s legislature and judiciary. A third act allowed soldiers or customs officials accused of crimes to avoid the wrath of local judges and juries by transferring their cases to courts in more amenable jurisdictions. Its official title was the Administration of Justice Act, but irate Bostonians soon dubbed it the Murder Act. The last of this fusillade of laws was a new quartering act that reasserted the British government’s long-established right to station a standing army in America. To enforce them all, Lord North dispatched four heavily armed redcoat regiments to Boston under the command of General Thomas Gage. When they arrived there that June, Gage promptly put the entire city under martial law.

			

			*

			The British government had intended the Coercive Acts to isolate Massachusetts from the rest of the mainland colonies by singling it out for punitive treatment. But the Coercive Acts were so extreme that they swiftly produced the opposite effect, turning besieged Bostonians into martyrs. Colonists from as far afield as South Carolina, Pennsylvania, and New York sent hungry Massachusetts families thousands of barrels’ worth of food—rye, flour, rice, corn, codfish, flax, peas, brandy, and butter—via secondary ports like Salem and Gloucester. One man donated several hundred cabbages.

			Their relief effort marked a major tipping point on the road to revolution, the moment when Boston’s oppression became America’s shared burden. Many commentators noticed the shift. That summer a correspondent in a Pennsylvania paper reported, “We have the pleasure to assure our readers, that as far as our intelligence has hitherto extended (since the news of the Boston Port Bill), that is from New Hampshire to Williamsburg in Virginia, it appears by all our letters and advices, that all our colonies breathe the same spirit, and seem actuated by one soul.”[28]

			In September 1774, demonstrators up and down the Eastern Seaboard organized a series of closed-door meetings to trade tactics and coordinate their resistance to the Coercive Acts. Such a summit would have been unthinkable before that December night on Griffin’s Wharf. But less than nine months after it, fifty-six delegates from as far away as New Hampshire and South Carolina gathered in Carpenters’ Hall in Philadelphia. They called themselves the Continental Congress—a name chosen to show administration officials just how encompassing and united their insurgency had become.

			The delegates emerged eight weeks later with a plan: a huge, intercolonial boycott of all commerce with Britain to go into effect on December 1. Their resolution contained specific language urging American consumers to forgo tea shipped and sold by the EIC. Ultimately, however, the boycotters would end up forswearing all tea—legal or smuggled, taxed or untaxed—on the sensible grounds that tea leaves all looked and smelled more or less the same, and that it would thus be impossible to enforce a ban solely on Company goods.

			Activists quickly embraced this all-or-nothing boycott of tea as a badge of honor. To encourage participation, they began peddling homegrown substitutes made from local plants. They also placed stories in the papers denouncing imported Chinese tea as a wicked and decadent luxury and asserting that the leaf, long deemed to be medicinal and fortifying, was actually a poison that left consumers stunted and weak, made men impotent, and could cause women to miscarry.

			The drinks made from local weeds never caught on, but the boycotts certainly did, thanks to clever marketing and a good deal of peer pressure. Chinese tea—or, more properly, its prohibition—had become fuel for American nationalism. The ceremonial dumping and burning of it soon started up again as protesters worked to project unity and to force leaders in London to recognize their collective consumer power. A summons to one such tea-leaf bonfire in Providence, Rhode Island, in March 1775, read as follows: “At five o’clock, this afternoon, a quantity of India Tea will be burnt in the market-place.—All true friends to their country and lovers of freedom, and haters of SHACKLES and HANDCUFFS, are hereby invited to testify their good disposition, by bringing, and casting into the fire, a needless herb, which for a long time has been highly detrimental to our liberty, interest, and health.”[29]

			By then, King George had had enough. The news from America had convinced him that his colonists were in open rebellion. As he told Lord North in November 1774, “blows must decide whether they are to be subject to this country or independent.” The following spring, the prime minister ordered General Gage to stamp out the Massachusetts insurgency. On April 19, 1775, Gage dispatched troops to Concord to round up ringleaders and seize a stash of weapons. But when his men opened fire on local militia on Concord’s Old North Bridge later that day, they instead ignited the Revolutionary War. It would flare and burn for the next eight years.[30]

			

			*

			American consumers loved drinking tea too much to forsake it forever. Colonists in areas beyond patriot control never really gave it up in the first place, while many living in patriot strongholds simply limited themselves to enjoying it in private. When war broke out after Lexington and Concord, the EIC suspended all transatlantic trading operations, leaving the rebels little reason to prolong the ban. In April 1776, John Hancock, the president of the Continental Congress, lifted the eighteen-month-long tea boycott, allowing the leaves to return to shop windows across the slowly uniting states soon after.

			When peace eventually returned in 1783, Americans would venture out onto the high seas to try to secure their own dedicated supplies of the stuff. In February 1784, the Empress of China, a fittingly named square-rigged ship that had seen service as a privateering vessel during the war, set sail from New York headed for Canton in search of tea. It arrived there that August. “Our being the first American ship that ever visited China,” its captain later wrote, “it was some time before the Chinese could fully comprehend the difference between Englishmen and us. They styled us the New People.” Thankfully, the merchants they met in Canton were quite interested in the commodities crammed in the ship’s cargo hold: crates of American beaver skins and spirits, Mexican silver dollars, and Appalachian ginseng. The Empress of China returned to New York six months later in triumph, packed to bursting with porcelain (George Washington later purchased a 302-piece set), fine cloth, and twenty-five thousand pounds of tea—about one third the amount tossed into Boston harbor twelve years earlier.[31]

			The Empress of China’s expedition produced profits of $30,000 for its investors and set off a wave of shipbuilding and a rush of follow-up voyages. Finally unfettered from the restrictions imposed by membership in Britain’s empire, American vessels made forty-one cruises to Canton over the next five years, and 166 more in the decade thereafter. By the 1790s, US merchants were directly importing one million pounds of Chinese tea annually, and American families were drinking twice the amount they had before the Tea Act. By the early 1800s, taxes levied on the tea trade had become a vital source of US government revenue and, ironically, a major contributor of funds to pay down the new nation’s war debts.[32]

			In the early nineteenth century, American merchants succeeded in turning the United States into China’s second most important Western trading partner, competing fiercely with the East India Company for advantage in Canton. By then, however, the EIC’s global standing was already in steep decline. The Company had been mired in scandal throughout the Revolutionary War, and Parliament acted multiple times in the decades afterward to rein in its still-expansive corporate powers. With Europe engulfed by the Napoleonic Wars, and shipping routes into and out of that continent blocked, the corporation teetered once more on the brink of bankruptcy and collapse.

			The Company’s last great hope was opium, the highly addictive drug extracted from the boiled sap of poppy plants that grew in India. In the decades after the American War, the EIC turned to opium as a way to bolster its tea-buying activities in Canton. The Company quadrupled annual exports of the narcotic from British Bengal to southern China in the years between 1773 and 1790, and then quadrupled them again by 1828. The result was an epidemic of opiate addiction among millions of Chinese consumers.[33]

			To stem this public health crisis, the Daoguang emperor tried to drive the Company out of his country for good. In 1839, Chinese government workers dumped 21,306 chests of Bengali opium into the muddy waters of the Pearl River near Canton. Strikingly similar to the Boston Tea Party sixty-six years earlier, it was an act of national defiance that would kick-start the first of two devastating opium wars between China and the East India Company.[34]

			Back in London, the corporation’s drug-running and warmongering brought nothing but headaches and embarrassment. Following an epic uprising against Company rule in India in 1857, the British government finally stripped the EIC of its remaining economic and political powers and assumed direct control over the Indian subcontinent. Within twenty years, the Crown had forcibly dissolved the Company and demolished its headquarters on Leadenhall Street. Today that site is occupied by the insurance giant Lloyd’s of London, another global conglomerate that harbors a very unsettling imperial history.[35]

		

	
		
			2.

			Disunited Kingdom

			The British People and the American War
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					The Ballance of Power, 1781. In this detail from a hand-colored etching, a London illustrator with the initials R. S. satirizes the multilateral coalition ranged against Britain in the war’s sixth year. On the right side of the scale, an exhausted Native woman representing the American rebels is joined by a foppish Frenchman, a dandified Spaniard, and a greedy, late-arriving Dutchman. All four are not enough to tip the balance to defeat the defiant Britannia, clad here in Roman dress. (Courtesy: Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)

				
			
			On the first Saturday of December 1776, a terrorist detonated a bomb in a massive rope store that ran the length of the Royal Navy’s largest dockyard. The fire it started threatened to burn to ashes all the warships under repair at the Portsmouth base on Britain’s south coast and caused £20,000 of damage before emergency crews finally wrestled the inferno under control.[1]

			A few weeks later, someone set another blaze, this time in Bristol, a major port city ninety miles farther west. As firefighters combed through the charred, waterlogged debris afterward, they found remnants of the incendiary device that had started it. They soon determined that it was the same type of turpentine-fueled firebomb used in Portsmouth and that the two attacks were the work of a serial arsonist who was targeting centers of British maritime power.

			When the press got hold of the story, rumors quickly began to fly. Some said the perpetrator was an American agent sent by George Washington on a clandestine mission to hobble Britain’s ability to wage its ocean-spanning war. Others claimed the instigator was a French or Spanish infiltrator eager to fan the flames of domestic division. As everyone pointed fingers, a wave of similar strikes hit other dockyards across the country: at Harwich in eastern England; at Gravesend outside London; at another warehouse back at Portsmouth.

			Government ministers had to act fast to contain the growing crisis. The home secretary, the minister responsible for homeland security, set the militia on high alert, reinforced garrisons at every naval installation, and launched a nationwide manhunt in hopes of catching the perpetrator before he could reach the Royal Navy’s other great arsenal at Plymouth. The admiralty offered a huge £1,000 cash reward for information leading to an arrest and circulated a description of the prime suspect: a thin man with red freckles and sandy hair who wore a shabby brown coat and went by a half dozen different aliases.[2]

			All that reward money turned the search into a spectacle. Hundreds of people now said they had spotted the Portsmouth arsonist—here, there, and everywhere. Newspapers printed each new sighting, setting everyone on edge. Locals organized roving patrols. Constables questioned every stranger they saw. In London, the king demanded daily bulletins, while Lord Germain, the hawkish colonial secretary, used the crisis to ram a new homeland security bill through Parliament. The American High Treason Act allowed His Majesty’s armed forces to detain patriot agents on British soil
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a diffoudre les liens politiques qui

I'uniffotent a un autre, & a prendre

{¢parement , parmi les Puiflanices de

la terre, & i{uivant le droit de 1’¢-
Al
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