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For Patrick—

I would take on an empire with you by my side
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NOT DOMINION, BUT LIBERTY


The Declaration of Independence is the United States’ first and most important document of resistance. It rejected tyranny and declared Americans to be a free people, able to govern themselves and bowing to no king. In July 1776, the Second Continental Congress adopted the Declaration, announcing the birth of a new nation. It rocked the world.

The Declaration proclaimed new principles: equality, liberty, self-determination, the right to overthrow bad governments, the concept that power resides with the people. It is a triumph of optimism, the belief that change is possible, that government exists to improve the lives of its citizens. With its signing, America “spoke herself into existence,” as John Quincy Adams said, adding that its “glory is not dominion, but liberty. Her march is the march of the mind.” America wasn’t just a new nation: It was a new idea.

On July 10, 1858, in the midst of his campaign for an Illinois Senate seat, Abraham Lincoln noted that high rates of immigration meant “perhaps half our people . . . are not descendants at all of [the Signers] . . . but when they look through that old Declaration of Independence they find that those old men say that ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal,’ and then they feel . . . that they have a right to claim it as though they were blood of the blood, and flesh of the flesh, of the men who wrote that Declaration, and so they are.” He continued, “That is the electric cord in that declaration that links the hearts of patriotic and liberty-loving men together, that will link those patriotic hearts as long as the love of freedom exists in the minds of men throughout the world.”

The Declaration has been the electric cord binding our hearts ever since it was signed, in that hushed, hallowed moment when courage met danger. The text is, in the words of historian Pauline Maier, “American scripture.” It is inscribed on our hearts.

When the fifty-six delegates from thirteen colonies signed the document, they were reacting to a long series of British political decisions, ranging from the irritating to the infuriating. These decisions grew out of Britain’s triumph over France in the French and Indian War, which lasted from 1754 until 1763. The victory resulted in the British controlling a great deal more North American territory—including the 200,000-square-mile Ohio River Valley—which would cost much more to run. Add in a staggering war debt, and the British Parliament needed to raise money to support these suddenly very expensive colonies. With the war, Britain also began to pay more attention to American affairs, ending its previous policy of “salutary neglect” (leaving the colonies alone, which benefited them).

In an effort to deal with these postwar issues, Britain issued the Proclamation of 1763, which halted westward migration at the crest of the Appalachian Mountains. The measure helped Indigenous people and Britain’s new French-Canadian colonists. But to English colonists on the seaboard, hoping to make fortunes in the West, Britain had given away their future—to the people they’d just fought and defeated. It made no sense to them, and it came as the colonial economy sank into a depression.

Over the next few years, Parliament imposed more restrictions on colonial trade. In 1764, it passed the Sugar Act, taxing colonial exports, and the Currency Act, preventing colonists from printing their own paper money. The next year it instituted the Quartering Act, which required American civilians to house British troops at their own expense.

The Stamp Act of 1765, which taxed printed material, prompted furious colonists to send delegates to a national assembly. This “Stamp Act Congress” was only the second time representatives from most colonies had gathered together, and it rejected Parliament’s right to tax colonists when they had no representation in that body. William Pitt the Elder, the British statesman whose policies had won the French and Indian War—and created the national debt that now needed to be paid off—agreed with the colonists. “I would fain to know by whom an American is represented here,” he thundered in Parliament. Colonial opposition got the Stamp Act repealed, and the colonies discovered they could work together to defend their interests.

Britain continued to pass acts designed to raise revenue, which colonists resisted by refusing to buy British goods. In 1767 the Townshend Acts taxed glass, lead, paint, paper, and tea, which should have increased British revenue. Some of that money was used to pay the salaries of colonial judges, making them dependent on Britain. Colonists thought the Townshend Acts reduced their liberty. Then Parliament made it worse by sending troops to America, which led to conflict with local citizens. The most serious incident was the 1770 Boston Massacre, in which British troops opened fire on a crowd that had been harassing them, killing several civilians.

In response to a colonial boycott of British goods, Parliament ended the tax on glass, paper, and paint, but not tea. Then in 1773, it gave the British East India Company a monopoly on tea imports. That wasn’t meant to rile up the colonists, but it did. They objected to any tax, even a low one, when they didn’t have representation in Parliament. The issue wasn’t just economics; it was justice. When three ships carrying the tea arrived in Boston, colonists dumped their cargoes into the harbor. That resulted in harsh reprisals from London. The five laws known in Britain as the Coercive Acts—and as the Intolerable Acts in the colonies—passed in 1774 in response to the Boston Tea Party, removed a number of the colonists’ rights and closed the port of Boston. It was a huge economic blow.

The colonists again gathered in response, sending delegates to the First Continental Congress, which met for seven weeks in late 1774. The Congress didn’t do much, but it helped create a new sense of common identity. Patrick Henry said, “The distinctions between Virginians, Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, and New Englanders, are no more. I am not a Virginian, but an American.” The Congress agreed to meet again in six months if things hadn’t settled down.

By the time the Second Continental Congress came together in May 1775, fighting had already started. The previous month, British troops tried to seize arms in Concord, Massachusetts—and possibly seize rebel leaders, too. They marched through Lexington on the way; shots were fired there, and colonists won a battle in Concord. The Battle of Bunker Hill followed in June, also in the Boston area. With British troops and colonists facing each other in open battle, it was impossible to go back. There would be war.

The colonists made one last-ditch effort to reconcile. In July 1775, Congress sent the Olive Branch Petition to King George III, who refused to read it. John Dickinson, Congress’s leading peace advocate, had drafted the petition. It had no chance, but after letting Dickinson take his shot, it was easier to move forward and face the reality that thirteen colonies were about to confront an empire. This Second Continental Congress raised an army and put George Washington in command. And this was the body that in July 1776 would vote for independence, drafting a declaration to explain itself.

It was a remarkable step. Americans would now elect delegates to represent their interests, rejecting centuries of monarchy, in which the right to rule was passed down within a family. By declaring their independence, Americans seized their freedom and the right to rule themselves. They announced that in the United States, a government’s legitimacy came not from bloodlines but from the ballot. In the United States, people were equal. They had rights that could not be taken away. And they would stand against the mightiest empire in the world—and not blink.

It would take the victories of the Continental Army to secure independence, and the writing of the US Constitution to turn the Declaration’s ideals into law. Those aspirations were not fully realized; the US was, after all, a nation in which slavery was legal, and only white men could vote. But the Declaration laid down an enduring framework of American political ideals—the ones we still strive for today.


★ Transportation ★

By today’s standards, there was a mind-blowing delay between events occurring on one side of the Atlantic and news of them arriving on the other side. Without the Internet, satellites, phones, or even telegraphs, both colonists and the British communicated via written documents sent across the ocean on sailing ships. How long did a ship take to cross the Atlantic? About four or five weeks, but that time varied enormously depending on the type and size of vessel, how much cargo it carried, and what time of year it made the voyage. The experience level of the captain and crew mattered, too, and so did random accidents. The biggest variable was the weather. In the age of sail, wind was critical, but ice, fog, air pressure, and sea surface temperature all made a difference, too.

Transportation within British America was difficult as well. The colonies didn’t have major highways, so most travel between colonies was done by ships that hugged the coast to go up or down the seaboard or sailed on rivers into a colony’s interior. What roads existed were often in poor repair and sometimes impassable due to weather. The trip from Boston to Philadelphia, for example, which today takes about five and a half hours by car, took about two weeks and required six ferry crossings.

The result of slow travel, of course, was a weeks-long delay in transatlantic communication. And mail could and did get lost—including one of the first copies of the Declaration itself.







Independence Like A Torrent


January 1776 was a pivotal month for the American colonies. They finally heard the news that in late October 1775, King George III had given a speech to Parliament in which he had said he would send mercenaries (soldiers hired from other countries) to North America. The speech met with approval in both houses of Parliament, which then passed the Prohibitory Act, ending the colonies’ trade with other nations and letting the Royal Navy seize American ships. It also ended the king’s protection over the colonies: Colonists were now to be treated as enemies. Word also came that a fleet carrying five thousand troops had set sail for America and that British troops had burned Norfolk, Virginia, on the first day of the year. These events stunned—and infuriated—colonists.

In the second week of January, in the midst of this brutal run of news, Thomas Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense was published. Paine used everyday language to point out problems with the British government. It wasn’t just that the king had a few bad advisors, he said; hereditary monarchy itself had to go. This was a world-upending proposal. In 1776, the Netherlands and Switzerland were both governed as republics, but neither was what Paine envisioned: a unified nation where all power came from popular choice and none was reserved for hereditary rulers (like a queen or king, or the nobility). “We have it in our power,” he wrote, “to begin the world over again.” Common Sense sold for eighteen pence


★ British Rights and Colonial Representation ★
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