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INTRODUCTION

The Birth of a New Nation
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Oceans of words have been devoted to the American Revolution. It’s a gigantic, complex topic—how do we boil it all down?

First off, our War for Independence was basically a blowup between a parent figure and unruly children. Thirteen colonies, so new they didn’t quite know what they were doing, blew up against a mighty kingdom, resenting its reign.
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The colonists were unhappy with the king’s treatment of them and eventually had to rebel.

Okay, it was a lot more complicated than a blowup. Considerably more deadly, messy, scary, and supenseful. This was a blowup that exploded on the world stage, affecting all of history afterward.

The war itself was not a straightforward thing. It wasn’t that one day—bam—war was declared. Leading up to it was a long, incredibly annoying series of insults and injuries between the two parties, mostly against the colonies. It lacked a clear-cut beginning or even an end—and the Declaration of Independence, one of its most electric moments, was sort of in the middle.
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WISE WORDS

“The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people. . . . Thirteen clocks were made to strike together—a perfection of mechanism, which no artist had ever before effected.”

—John Adams, 1818
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The Revolutionary War was the opposite of a fair fight. It was very David against Goliath, an underdog versus a superpower. On one side was the kingdom of Great Britain. It combined two very old, very well-established countries—England (founded in 1066) and Scotland (founded in 843). Once they joined together in 1707, they plotted world domination, intent on growing into the mighty British Empire.

Great Britain had the most sophisticated and well-supplied army and navy in the world. They had been exploring and colonizing up a storm—areas around the Caribbean, parts of Canada, and parts of Africa. As of 1775, Britain ruled over some eight million subjects. The British began to brag that the Empire owned so much of the earth that “the sun never set” on its people.

The American colonies were a moneymaker for the Empire, planned as its cornerstone—a crown jewel, in fact, with their wildly abundant natural resources and theoretically grateful colonists.

[image: image]

ALL THE SOURCES OF MONEY

To the British, the colonies were the entry point to some 950 million acres in what would later become the lower 48 states. An entry, in fact, into a seemingly unlimited source of money. This was clean, unpolluted land with unparalleled resources—forests dense with valuable timber, rivers with glittery fish all but jumping ashore, wild animals to be hunted for their precious furs, mines producing coal and iron. In a generally mild climate, the fertile land was perfect for farming crops and raising livestock. Early industries benefiting Britain included whaling, shipbuilding, and production of alcohol. On top of all that, America would supply an ever-expanding market for its own goods. The trading possibilities were endless.
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Meanwhile, on the other side of the war—and the Atlantic Ocean—were the brand-new colonies. They had begun forming only as of 1607, and by the time of the Revolutionary War had about 2.5 million people, of which half a million were slaves. They were far from united, with no one official government. They had no navy. For an army, there were only ill-trained volunteers in various colonies’ militias.

This blowup could have gone so, so bad.
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AN INSULT FROM SOMEONE IN ENGLAND WHO ACTUALLY LIKED AMERICA

“In all laws relating to trade and navigation especially, this is the mother country, [Americans] are the children; they must obey, and we prescribe.”

—Lord William Pitt, 1770
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The Revolution is a mountainous, multifaceted topic that scholars can spend years exploring. This book doesn’t cover every battle—or it would be too heavy to lift—but it attempts to tell you what you need to know to understand the Revolution’s meaning, its place in history, and the birth of our country.
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DOING THE MATH

Benjamin Franklin, one of the most brilliant minds in the colonies, looked at how fast the American population was growing and did some calculations. He figured out that the population was doubling every 20 years, even without new immigrants. So it would overtake Great Britain’s in a hundred years. (He was correct, as usual.) Technically, the colonies could have overthrown their governing country one day through sheer manpower. But until then—what?
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The war gave us heroes, our first president, and much, much more.

Most momentously, it bequeathed to us the Declaration of Independence, one of the most remarkable documents in history. It spelled out the reasons why the colonists had to rebel against the mother country and begin to govern themselves. It’s not exaggerating things to say that the Declaration launched America. It gave us our whole idea of what we were to be—something the world hadn’t yet seen.
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WISE WORDS

“Our nation was born right here in Philadelphia. Our Declaration of Independence and Constitution were signed just a few blocks away. And ever since—even through dark and difficult chapters of our history—the idea of America has shone through. At our best, we are, as Robert Kennedy said, ‘a great country, an unselfish country, and a compassionate country.’”

—Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, 2016 speech
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You will find out that the Revolutionary War changed—in a word—everything. But to start at the beginning with one nearly insurmountable problem: How were thirteen very different colonies going to unite into one country?




CHAPTER 1

The Notorious Thirteen Colonies

[image: image]


A colony is not a country. It’s a parcel of land governed by some other country. The relationship between a colony and its ruler is by its very nature unequal, unfair—a child versus a parent.

During the European colonial period, which lasted centuries, the major countries of Europe—notably Spain, France, and Great Britain—got busy colonizing. They established colonies in Asia and Africa, and—once it was “discovered” in 1492—the New World of the Americas.
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New settlers had to find ways to work with the Indians when they came to the colonies.
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THE ORIGINAL SETTLERS

The only “roadblock” to glorious prosperity for the Europeans in the New World was that people had been living here for centuries already—some 15 million Indians, organized into hundreds of tribes. The new immigrants would find ways—mostly violent—to deal with the Indians.

[image: image]

What would become the country of America was just ripe for European colonization. Spain and France and other countries put up their flags here, and the British began streaming in as of 1607, all the immigrants risking their lives in search of religious freedom and a better life.

By 1732, there were thirteen colonies governed by Great Britain. All were quite different, and it was each colony for itself—there were no common bonds.

Here are the thirteen American colonies in order of their establishment:

Virginia: Settlers arrived in Jamestown in 1607, establishing the first British colony in the New World. It became the richest and the one with the most people, and it was the first colony to elect representatives to its governing body, the House of Burgesses. Virginia was dependent on slave labor and on a single crop—tobacco—which made some planters very wealthy, able to live like the British aristocrats they’d left back home. White settlers were outnumbered by their slaves, and the majority of them were members of the Church of England, the national church of the mother country.

Massachusetts: Puritans escaping persecution founded this colony in 1630. They believed that the Church of England needed to be “purified” of its Roman Catholic influences. It became the most rebellious colony of all, home to an organization called the Sons of Liberty, and its capital, Boston, was known as the Cradle of Liberty.

New Hampshire: One colony not founded by religious dissenters (though it had a significant Scotch-Irish population who were Presbyterian) was New Hampshire. People were drawn here in response to advertisements of its abundant fishing, farmland, and forests. An assertively independent place, New Hampshire was the first colony to establish a government independent of Britain. Later it chose its bold motto, “Live Free or Die,” after a statement made by its best-known soldier of the war—“Live free or die: Death is not the worst of evils.”

Maryland: Originally a refuge for Catholics, who were unpopular—hated, actually—in England, Maryland became an early headquarters for religious tolerance and diversity, and is considered America’s birthplace for religious freedom.

Connecticut: This colony was founded to escape Puritan intolerance, with people moving here for religious freedom and for the fertile land. It had the first written state constitution allowing the people to govern themselves, and later contributed many soldiers and supplies to the American side of the war.

Rhode Island: The smallest colony, also founded to escape Puritan intolerance, welcomed people of any religion, including the local Indian religions and people with no religion at all. With its tradition of independent thinking, this was the first colony to renounce its loyalty to Britain, in response to taxes being imposed on sugar, the main ingredient for its rum trade.

Delaware: First settled by the Dutch, with strong ties to Britain, Delaware was dependent on its tobacco crop and the labor of slaves and indentured servants.

North Carolina: A place of religious tolerance, North Carolina was a tobacco-growing colony with slaves and even more indentured servants—these were people so desperate to escape their harsh lives in the Old World that they signed contracts promising to work for four to ten years in order to pay for their passage to the colonies.

South Carolina: Also a place of religious tolerance, South Carolina became a colony where the majority of the population was slaves, brought in from the West Coast of Africa to grow rice and precious indigo (the source of blue dye), enriching British planters. Charleston was the leading port and center of trade in the South.

New York: This was established by Dutch, German, Scottish, and English settlers—many with strong ties to Britain. The dominant religion of New York City was still the Church of England, but the city was evolving into a cosmopolitan hub attracting people of different religions and nationalities. Strong opposition to British rule was growing. One-third of the battles in the war were fought here.

New Jersey: With a rapidly growing population attracted by fertile lands and religious tolerance, New Jersey was known as the Crossroads of the Revolution because so many battles took place there, like the Battle of Trenton and the Battle of Princeton.

Pennsylvania: This colony was home to the largest city and the capital at the time, Philadelphia. The city was Quaker-dominated but sophisticated, full of people of all religions and speaking many languages. It was the most influential of all the colonies and the strongest voice at first for reconciling with Britain—the population included many still loyal to the king and many who just wanted to stay out of the conflict.

Georgia: Named for King George’s father, with a governor appointed by the king, Georgia was originally planned as a safe place to relocate British people who were in debt. In Britain, those who couldn’t pay their bills were thrown into dungeon-like debtors prisons until they could come up with the money—a nearly impossible feat while imprisoned. After its establishment in 1732, Georgia soon began attracting a wide mix of people, but it was plagued by attacks from pirates and by Spain. The people there were poorer than those in other colonies and had smaller farms.
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A LESSER-KNOWN USE OF THE THIRTEEN COLONIES

Among many of its benefits, the colonies were a place for Great Britain to unload its “undesirables.” By this time, it was shipping 1,000 convicts a year to our shores. Many were guilty only of being in debt. Great Britain was also happy to get rid of religious dissidents who opposed the Church of England, its official religion, with their strange ideas. All in all, the British had reasons to look down on the unruly hordes who left its shores—and look down they did—but that didn’t stop the steady river of immigrants in search of a better life from coming to the colonies either.
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Not Much in Common

Colonists didn’t necessarily know people from other colonies. With no good roads, travel was a serious challenge. Often colonists didn’t even particularly like people from the other colonies. They were suspicious of one another’s different religions, accents, attitudes toward slavery, customs, foods, and even smells.

Each colony took care of itself, with its own laws and governing body. Deciding things locally, through town meetings, seemed best.

And things were mostly working out very well indeed. In this new lush land—once they took it from the Indians already living there—white colonists were thriving. Businesses flourished—fur-trading, printing, shipbuilding, fishing, and skilled craftsmen making all kinds of household objects. Farms produced like mad—fruits, vegetables, tobacco, rice
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