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Introduction


ONce Upon A Time there was a Revolution.

Abraham Lincoln said that the “new nation” born of that Revolution in 1776 was “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” When we think of a conception we think of a clear beginning—of a spark ex nihilo—so it’s not too much to say that the conception of the country we call the United States of America occurred when the idea of liberty went forth from the eternal mind of God, entering history and time. But when exactly was that?

Many of the men of the Revolution—having a view of history involving “providential dispensation”—believed that this first happened when the Israelites made a covenant at Sinai, and that the fire from this initial spark traveled through the centuries, flaring up slightly and briefly here and there in the city-states of ancient Greece and the Roman republic and then mostly went underground again, until after the Reformation it had gathered enough energy to leap across the Atlantic, where in a handful of communities the flame was cherished and carefully guarded until—being threatened—it was seen to burst more generally into view in the events we shall be discussing.

So the American nation—“conceived in liberty” and born in 1776—is the geopolitical expression of that Revolution, of that glorious idea from outside this world that came into the world. There has never been another nation like it. Of course, after its birth 250 years ago, it has continued to exist—and not merely to exist but to grow dramatically, ideally developing xiialong the genetic lines established in the moment of conception. But in order for that to happen, it is inescapably vital that the citizens who form that nation are aware of the glorious events of that conception and that birth, so that they may rejoice in them. That is the principal reason for the existence of this book.

Although this book might have been titled The American Revolution, it is simply titled Revolution, because the Revolution we often call the American Revolution is the only genuine revolution in the history of so-called revolutions, and therefore stands quite alone, requiring no adjective. Our Revolution set the standard and is the model, such that nothing that has called itself a revolution can seriously compare with it. The French Revolution was ultimately a tragic and failed revolution, and the Bolshevik or Soviet Revolution was the cynical and demonic parody of a genuine revolution. Perhaps the Greek Revolution of 1821 comes closest, although even that cannot really begin to compare with what happened during our own Revolution. As ever, John Adams may have said it best. In a letter to his friend Benjamin Rush in June 1776, he said, “We are in the very midst of Revolution, the most complete, unexpected, and remarkable of any in the history of the world.”

The Revolution that took place in America in the eighteenth century was a world-changing event and was therefore an international event, one that had never happened before and can never happen again, any more than the Big Bang—or the events of the Crucifixion and Resurrection—could happen again. It was a singularity in world history. Because the nation born of that Revolution was “dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” it took all of humanity into a new epoch.


The “Revolution Before the Revolution”

Some would say that the Revolution began on April 19th in 1775, at the moment of “the shot heard round the world.” We will certainly come to that glorious moment, which is indeed a blood-red marker on the timeline of history, and deserving full recognition as such. And yet that date only marks when the war began, which we call the Revolution. John Adams said that there was a Revolution before the Revolution. So xiiibefore we get to the war and the birth of the nation—as we certainly shall—we must first visit a number of scenes that prepared the way for the eventual explosion into war. So before we turn the historic corner of Lexington and Concord in 1775, and then proceed to the sacred year of 1776, and continue through the scenes of the war that did not officially end until 1783, we will first visit those previous scenes—those shrines along the way of our Revolutionary pilgrimage—to understand how the war we call the Revolution came to happen.

According to John Adams, the first of these scenes took place in a Boston courtroom in 1761, as we shall see. But the second—and perhaps the grandest of them all—concerns the Stamp Act in 1765, which was the kick-off to everything that would follow, only lacking confetti and balloons. And then there were the Townshend Acts in 1767, and the chilling moment in 1768 when British troops arrived in Boston, and then the bizarre explosion in 1770 that was the Boston Massacre, and then the Boston Tea Party in 1773. It is only in knowing the exquisite dramas of each of these scenes in the “Revolution before the Revolution” that we can be properly prepared for the momentousness of the war we call the Revolution.

Part of why we must visit these scenes is to see just how stunning it all was to the British, who in the years leading up to the Revolution tragically failed to read the tea leaves, so to speak. They could hardly have been more ignorant of how the Colonies—three thousand miles away—had been developing over the previous 150 years. By the time of the Revolution, they seemed shocked to find themselves fighting with a people from whom they were quite alienated, and whose cultural language they did not speak. They were flabbergasted when we dared to disagree over whether they could tax us, and more flabbergasted when we took up arms in defense of our principles about this, and most flabbergasted of all when we continued to fight and fight, as though we earnestly cherished those principles more than life itself, which as it happened, we did.

Most historians would say the troubles began in 1763, following the French and Indian War, when the Crown decided it was time to tax the American colonists for the great costs incurred during that war—that this was the proximate cause and the inciting incident. But according to xivJohn Adams, as we have mentioned, it really began in a Boston courtroom in February 1761. But in order for the trial in that courtroom to have happened, an old king had first to die, and a new king to ascend the throne.
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Chapter One “The Opening Scene of the Revolution”


Otis was a flame of fire. . . . American Independence was then and there born.

—John Adams

IT Was October 25th, 1760, when the old king, George II—now hard of hearing and blind in one eye—awoke at six a.m., drank a cup of chocolate, and then rose from the royal bed to proceed to the so-called Close Stool,* where—having allowed the chocolate to have its effect—he would engage in the quotidian process of elimination. The loud crash of his fall summoned his valet, and the monarch was put back into bed, soon after which he expired, at which precise moment history lurched forward into a new era, when even before he knew of it himself, the young grandson of the newly deceased George II became the new king of England, taking 2the name George III. He would remain on the throne for the next sixty years.

George III was just twenty-two when he became king, but he had known since his own father’s premature death in 1751 that he would one day ascend to the throne and had been preparing for it, although nothing could have prepared him for the various crises ahead, and especially not for that prolonged battle with the thirteen rebellious children—called the American Colonies—across the ocean. On September 9th, 1761, mere hours after he finally met her, George III married the seventeen-year-old Princess Charlotte of Mecklenburg, with whom he would have what was by all accounts a happy marriage of fifty-seven years, as well as fifteen actual children, thirteen of whom survived into adulthood, and who did not unite to declare their independence from him.

George III’s coronation at Westminster Abbey took place two weeks after his wedding. Among those present to witness this great changing of the guard was another figure who would play a central a role in the great drama that lay ahead. This was the fifty-five-year-old Benjamin Franklin, who lived in England with his son William. Despite our idea of Franklin as the consummate American, he lived no less than twenty-seven years of his life in Europe—eighteen of them in London, from 1757 until 1775, and then nine in France, from 1776 until 1785. Back in 1724 when he was just eighteen, he had traveled to England to work in the printing business, but after a year and a half returned to Philadelphia, which became his home for the next three decades.

But as Franklin beheld the spangled coronation of George III in 1761, he could hardly have imagined what lay ahead. He had ever and only thought of himself as a faithful British subject. In fact, he had just a few years earlier tried to persuade his fellow Americans to unite the colonies, although certainly not against England. Indeed, it was at the behest of England that Franklin in 1754—as the leader of the Pennsylvania delegation to the Albany Congress—had put forward his Albany Plan of Union, exhorting the Colonies to link arms and pool their resources to work with the British against the French and the Indians. But at that time the American colonies were so independent of each other that they were deeply wary of giving up that independence, and the plan never came to 3fruition, although the image Franklin created to illustrate the idea, a snake cut in eight pieces with the slogan “Join, or Die,” would be resurrected two decades later at the beginning of the Revolution.

[image: Illustration of a segmented snake divided into eight labeled pieces, each marked with colonial abbreviations. Below the snake is the phrase JOIN, or DIE., all elements drawn in black and white line art style.]

Designed by Benjamin Franklin in support of his 1754 “Albany Plan”; considered the first political cartoon.


The end of the French and Indian War would not occur for another two years, at which point England would turn its attention to paying for the debt incurred in that war—and would contrive to get the Colonies to pay a goodly amount toward that debt, which would lead to all the troubles. But in September 1761, all of this was in the distant future. Not that there had been no rumblings of disagreement between the Colonies and Great Britain. But no one dreamt they could ever rise to the historic cataclysm they eventually did. To England especially it all seemed to come out of nowhere. But it did not come out of nowhere. The disagreements had always been there, and it was why so many had left England for America to begin with. But certainly, no one ever thought the two sides in these disagreements would ever clash on the field of battle.


Writs of Assistance

For example, in Colonial America, much of the trade that was conducted involved what the British considered “smuggled” goods. But because Americans—being three thousand miles away—were essentially economically independent of the British, they were practically free to do business with whom they wished, and therefore did a considerable amount of business with the Dutch, Spanish, and French. Although the British disapproved, they couldn’t do very much about it. Besides, they themselves benefited considerably from the robust economic health of the Colonies. But when they could do something against it, they did. To this end, the king issued something called “Writs of Assistance,” which enabled customs officers to enter the home or store of someone they believed might be trafficking in smuggled goods.

4
But these writs were very controversial, since they violated the personal property rights that Americans—and all Britons—held dear. The customs officials bearing such writs didn’t need a court order for their search, nor were they even obliged to state what it was for which they were searching. But the British felt they needed to crack down on Americans trading with the enemy, and knew that the Writs of Assistance granted by George II were vital to doing this. But because such writs were only in effect during the lifetime of the king who has issued them, the death of George II made it necessary to issue new writs in the name of his successor. And so, the royal governor of Massachusetts, Francis Bernard—in the name of the new king—attempted to do just that, bringing the flammable subject to the fore once again.

One of the themes at the center of our story has to do with the corruption of British elites, and the American revulsion toward that corruption. For example, we know that when Bernard reissued these writs, he desperately needed money. We also know that once these writs were issued, he stood to get a hatful of it. In fact, as governor, he would take in a full third of all the money collected in fines. There is a reason John Adams would later describe Bernard as “avaricious to a most infamous degree.” So of course Bernard’s action rankled anyone disgusted with the money-grabbing political corruption of the British officials, as well as anyone who thought of them as unconstitutional violations of their rights as British subjects. But there was one person more rankled by Bernard’s reissuing of these writs than anyone else. His name was James Otis Jr.



James Otis Jr.

[image: Portrait of a man with short, curled hair, wearing a dark coat over a light shirt and waistcoat, facing slightly left. He looks forward with a neutral expression. The image is black and white.]

James Otis Jr. (1725–1783)


James Otis Jr. was a thirty-six-year-old lawyer, and as brilliant a figure as then lived in Massachusetts. As an American, he was certainly opposed to the newly reissued writs on legal grounds. But for Otis, the subject also touched on the issue of political corruption in a way that was personal. That’s because Bernard had just given the lucrative position of Chief Justice of the Colony to Thomas 5Hutchinson, even though several previous Massachusetts governors had promised that job to Otis’s father, James Otis Sr., and from that moment forward, Otis counted Bernard as his sworn enemy. He immediately resigned his position as a prosecutor in the colony’s vice-admiralty court—where it had in fact been his job to convict smugglers— and would instead now apply his legal genius to helping the merchants, who opposed prosecuting the smugglers.

The famous trial on the issue of the writs took place in the Massachusetts State House on February 24th, 1761. Otis argued the case in an electrifying performance lasting nearly five hours. One man present that day who was forever changed by what he heard was an unmarried twenty-five-year-old lawyer who had no idea of the tumultuous and world-changing events that lay ahead, nor of the central role he would himself play in them. But many decades later, he vividly remembered what he had witnessed in that court room, declaring it “the opening scene of the Revolution.” This young man was John Adams.

One contemporary described Otis as “a plump, round-faced, smooth skinned, short-necked, eagle-eyed politician.” But Adams saw something else. “Otis was a flame of fire,” he wrote, who delivered “a promptitude of classical allusions, a depth of research, a rapid summary of historical events and dates, a profusion of legal authorities, a prophetic glare of his eyes into futurity,” and with “a torrent of impetuous eloquence, he hurried away everything before him.” Then the man who would know better than anyone, declared something truly extraordinary. “American Independence,” John Adams said, “was then and there born.”

Otis fulminated with fiery eloquence, declaring that the power behind the writs “places the liberty of every man in the hands of every petty officer.” Although no stenographer was present, what are thought to be accurate accounts of his words have survived. “A man’s house is his castle,” he said, “and whilst he is quiet he is as well guarded as a prince in his castle. This writ, if it should be declared legal, would totally annihilate this privilege. Custom house officers may enter our houses when they please; we are commanded to permit their entry.” So Otis was simply saying that English law must be based on a firm foundation. But the Crown’s argument was high-handed and essentially circular: if Parliament said 6something was legal, it was legal. Otis and others had different ideas about what was genuinely legal—and what was merely legalistic chicanery disguised as legality. He also knew the British Constitution itself agreed with him, and not with King George or Governor Bernard.

So the case argued that day was even more fundamental than the coming debate over whether Parliament could tax the Americans, because it raised the issue that was central to everything—whether human beings possessed what would fifteen years later be called “certain inalienable rights.” Otis argued with brilliance that they did and dared to say that Parliament was going against their own Constitution in what they were doing—and more shockingly and more to the point, was going against what would fifteen years hence be called “the Laws of Nature and Nature’s God.” As Adams correctly adjudged, it was James Otis’s throwing down the gauntlet in a way that would eventually lead Americans toward embracing these seminal ideas.

Even though Otis’s side lost that day, something changed for those who were there, or who afterward heard of what had taken place. “Every man of an immense crowded audience appeared to me to go away, as I did, ready to take arms against writs of assistance,” Adams recalled. “Then and there was the first scene of the first act of opposition to the arbitrary claims of Great Britain. Then and there the child Independence was born.”

It was how Otis framed things that was genuinely revolutionary. It was one thing to argue the merits of his position from British case law—or to go a step further to show that the writs contradicted the British Constitution. It was something else altogether to drive to the deeper heart of the matter and to effectively show that what was at stake was nothing less than freedom versus slavery. In denouncing these writs as “instruments of slavery,” he dared to make the even more incendiary point—which may not have helped him that day—that this liberty of which he spoke must be available to all men, regardless of the color of their skin. Three years later he would valiantly argue against slavery itself. Who then can reasonably shrink from the sharp conclusion that Otis was that cold day in Boston a wild-eyed prophet declaring the future? It was as though at the extremest verge of logic and truth he stood on the lip of madness, and like so many prophets, reached into the timeless eternity all around us to 7pull from it and into time and space something sacred and true, so that the world would never be the same.



Britain Wins the Seven Years’ War

The simplest way to explain what precipitated the American Revolution is to say that England won the French and Indian War in America, but that the victory came at such a staggering cost that as soon as it was over, they needed to raise money, and believed taxing the Americans was the answer. And the Americans’ disagreements on that led to the Revolution. But the disagreements about the taxes brought up deeper disagreements on more fundamental issues, such as what it meant to be free, and whether one was obliged to obey God or the king. But before we touch on those things, we must say what happened during the war itself.

The Seven Years’ War—which the Americans called the French and Indian War, since it involved fighting the French and their Native American allies—began in the 1750s, when the British felt they ought to push back against French incursions in the Ohio River Valley. The French had been expanding their American empire south from Canada, establishing a series of forts along the Ohio. British settlers had been skirmishing with the French on the western border of the American Colonies for some time, so Great Britain figured it was time to act. Their efforts in this direction began in 1753 when they sent a twenty-one-year-old Virginian named George Washington to deliver an official warning to the French fort on the Monongahela River. The following year, Washington led a surprise attack—it was called the Battle of Jumonville Glen—that was nightmarishly disastrous, and caused the French to want retaliation, which led directly to the French and Indian War. It is a strange fact of history that the young Virginian whose actions triggered that first war would twenty years later lead the forces in the second war, which was essentially a result of the first.

At the beginning of the war, things did not go so well for the British, but in 1757, William Pitt—“the Great Commoner”—entered the scene. One of the greatest orators and leaders in British history, Pitt saw that the war gave Great Britain an extraordinary opportunity to expand its empire, 8and indeed now under his spectacular leadership, they would do just that. By 1763, England had conquered all of France’s North American territories east of the Mississippi, as well what had been French Canada, including Montreal and Quebec. The French philosopher Voltaire sniffed that this loss meant nothing, wittily characterizing Canada as nothing more than “a few acres of snow.” But it was a fact that under Pitt’s leadership England had more than doubled the size of its North American empire. The difficulty, however, was that it had also nearly doubled its national debt. So the question was whether it had been worth what they paid. As the British would learn at Bunker Hill in a few years, winning could sometimes cost so much more than losing that one might come to wonder whether one actually had won at all.



Ben Franklin’s Whistle

Benjamin Franklin learned this bitter lesson in 1713, when he was seven years old. He told the story to his own son William in 1761, when William was practically begging for a royal appointment as governor of New Jersey, explaining how some things we fervently desired could end up costing us far more than they were worth. Franklin explained that when he was a boy, he had seen a wooden whistle in a shop and was so desperate for it that he told the shopkeeper he would pay every copper in his pocket to have it. The sly shopkeeper took the seven-year-old’s coppers, and the seven-year-old Franklin took the whistle home, where he proceeded to blow it all over the house. But as anyone may guess, he soon grew tired of it and eventually came to realize that what he had paid for it was far more than it was now worth. It was a lesson he would never forget.

So in 1763, the British finally had the empire they had longed to have, one that was far larger than the empire of their great rivals, the French. But what had they paid for this wooden whistle? Much. But they came up with a rather simple solution for paying down the vast debt they had incurred. Were not the Colonies the principal beneficiaries of this expensive victory? And so now they must be taxed. But the Americans had some objections.

First of all, they had themselves contributed significantly to the victory, with blood and treasure both. It wasn’t as if the British had done it alone. 9Second, winning the war benefited the entire British empire, not merely its Colonies. So why should only the Colonies bear the cost? Third, the British had in the settlement with France made a gigantic concession that American Colonists could not continue settling westward of the Allegheny mountains. Many Americans considered westward expansion part of why they had fought the war in the first place, and now this great prize was to be denied them. And fourth, the British wanted to keep a standing army on the westward border of the Colonies, saying this was necessary to continue to protect that border from the French and Indians. But the Americans felt that they could manage this border without any British help—especially since most of their foes along that border had been walloped in the war. So they certainly didn’t want to pay the expense of the help they didn’t think they needed in the first place.

But King George and Parliament disagreed. As far as they were concerned, revenues must be raised, and that was that. They had won a great empire, and now they must get down to the business of properly managing that empire. Part of this meant forcing the Americans to pay what they owed. The British felt that they had been giving the Colonies a free ride for too long. So along these lines, two things must occur. First, there would be a concerted crackdown on smuggling, which had enabled the Americans to avoid paying duties and taxes to Great Britain, as we have mentioned; and second, actual new taxes must be levied. And so it all began on April 5th, 1764, when Parliament passed the Sugar Act.

The Sugar Act was mainly a way of cracking down on the widespread smuggling of sugar and molasses from the French and Dutch West Indies. But there was much more to it. To wit: Prime Minister George Grenville at this time had rather high-handedly declared Parliament’s “right” to tax the colonies in whatever way they pleased. What? He additionally declared that further taxes might be forthcoming, including a stamp tax along the lines of what recently had been levied in England. This was all tremendously troubling to the Americans. But like so many in British elite circles, Grenville was dramatically out of touch with the climate in the American colonies and was therefore ignorant of the gale force blowback such a cavalier proposal would engender. It is also likely he believed that whatever the Colonial climate might be, they simply had no choice but to do whatever Parliament told them to do.
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Could Parliament Tax the Colonies?

Many Americans indeed disagreed that Parliament had a good reason to tax them for the debt incurred during the war. But this brought up a much deeper issue, which was whether Great Britain had any constitutional right to tax them, since the Colonies had no representation in Parliament. Parliament and the young king were mostly ignorant of the Americans’ sharp awareness of their rights as British citizens, and of their awareness of what John Locke had referred to as “natural rights,” given to us by God. But by the 1760s, the Americans had on this particular subject pulled far ahead of their cousins across the ocean.

For one thing, the Americans were far more literate than any other people had ever been in the history of the world. This came out of the priority that Reformation and Puritan thinking placed on reading and understanding the ideas in the Bible for oneself, rather than simply receiving it from a sacerdotal elite. This had become a kind of unspoken American creed. Second, the Americans were more aware of what the laws said—and didn’t say—than any other people had been in history. During this decade, British booksellers said their biggest sellers in the Colonies were the Bible, followed by Sir William Blackstone’s Commentary on the Laws of England. And third, as these two previous facts showed, the Americans were astonishingly biblically literate, especially in New England. Because of this—and by dint of the Great Awakening of the previous decades—they had a livelier sense of their rights as coming from God and not the king than any people that had ever existed. The British would soon discover this.

Another thing the British would discover: there was not just an ocean, but a tremendous cultural divide between them and the Colonies, one that more than anything fell along religious lines. The Americans were generally very serious about their faith—as one might expect from people who had crossed an ocean because of that faith—while the British tended not to be. So the culture of Colonial America took things like virtue and morality very seriously, while England during this Georgian era had become especially decadent, particularly among its elites. So the people in the Colonies did not cynically shrug at corruption as a simple fact of life, but tended earnestly to believe in such things as principles and therefore 11could be sticklers over them, even if this might become inconvenient. But the British cultural elites lived in a bubble and couldn’t imagine that a large group of people who were subjects of the same king and spoke the same language could be so different from them. It was much like when the New Yorker film critic Pauline Kael had in 1972 revealed her almost comically profound parochialism by declaring that she didn’t know anyone who hadn’t voted for McGovern.



The Stamp Tax

Precisely as the Americans feared, shortly after the Sugar Act was passed, Parliament began debating imposing a Stamp Tax on the Colonies too. This was infinitely more onerous than the Sugar Act. If passed, the Stamp Act would mean that every single piece of paper used in the Colonies—meaning every newspaper or magazine or almanack and every legal document and other documents such as college diplomas and land deeds—would need to have a royal revenue stamp. This also included calendars and playing cards. For some reason, even dice would be stamped and subject to the tax built in to purchasing all these items. Americans would be legally obliged to use this stamped, taxed paper. The news of this caused an immediate howling outcry in the Colonies and is widely regarded as the inciting incident in the American Revolution. There were at least two reasons for the resistance. One had to do with whether Parliament had the right to tax the Americans, who were not represented in Parliament, as mentioned. The second had to do with the idea that taxing newspapers, in particular, would have the inevitable effect of squelching a free press, which led many to think that Parliament’s actual goal was crushing political dissent. It all smacked of tyranny, though no one had used that term at this point.



Samuel Adams

We have already mentioned what John Adams called “the opening scene of the Revolution,” when James Otis Jr. argued against the writs of assistance. But now in 1764—with the news of the Sugar Act and warnings about a potential Stamp Tax—another Bostonian would enter the lists in the cause of liberty. His name was Samuel Adams. And actually, 12he had been fighting for the cause of American liberty for some time already.

Samuel Adams is as important a figure in the story of the Revolution as anyone, and it’s no exaggeration to say that he as central to bringing about the American Revolution as George Washington was in bringing about the American nation that arose from that Revolution. We might almost say the same of his contemporaries Dr. Joseph Warren and John Hancock, with Paul Revere not far behind. What a handful of these men did cannot be overstated. If Washington was “the indispensable man” of the American Revolution—and he certainly was—it is no exaggeration to say that these too were indispensable men, albeit in obviously different ways. But it is undeniable that without their truly heroic efforts in the 1760s there never would have been any Revolution in the 1770s. And one of the reasons they are somewhat forgotten is because their efforts in the 1760s were so secret—since their very lives were on the line for what they were doing—that they intentionally left few records of those efforts. But none was as central as Samuel Adams.

The nineteenth-century historian James Kendall Hosmer reckoned that Samuel Adams could “more properly be called the ‘Father of America’ than Washington.” America’s second and third presidents felt similarly. Samuel’s cousin John said he possessed “the most thorough understanding of liberty, and her resources . . . as well as the most habitual, radical love of it . . .”* And Thomas Jefferson called Samuel Adams “truly the Man of the Revolution,” who for “for depth of purpose, zeal, sagacity, no man in Congress exceeded, if any equalled.” He also called him “the earliest, most active, and persevering man of the Revolution.” Another measure of his importance to the Revolution is that when Governor Thomas Gage in 1775 offered a general amnesty to everyone involved at Lexington and Concord, only two names were excluded: John Hancock and Samuel Adams.

13


Christian Roots of American Liberty

Samuel Adams’s great ardor for liberty sprang as directly from his unshakeable Christian faith as Athena sprang from Zeus’s brow. Though his father was a central figure at Boston’s New South Church, and his mother was described as having “severe religious principles,” Samuel had his own “conversion experience” in his late teens. In September of 1740—Adams was eighteen and had just graduated from Harvard— George Whitefield came to Boston and preached to many thousands every day for weeks on end, where in his own words he “exhorted them steadily to imitate the Piety of their Forefathers.” Most Bostonians at this time attended church, but in 1742, Samuel Adams became an official member of the Brattle Street Church, which required the testimony of a genuine conversion.*

[image: Oval portrait of a man with long curly hair, dressed in armor and a lace cravat. He gazes slightly to the side. The background is plain and unadorned, highlighting his facial features and elaborate attire.]

Sir Edmund Andros (1637–1714)


But the dissenting faith and deep Puritan roots of many Bostonians like Adams made them deeply suspicious of English government. They knew the story of how Sir Edmund Andros had arrived in Puritan Massachusetts in 1685 with a clergyman from the Church of England—which they regarded as one short step from the Satanic frippery that was Roman Catholicism—and that Andros had dared to ask the Boston churches to allow Anglican services in their sanctuaries. They believed the Church of England was just a stalking horse and had no doubt James II’s ultimate goal was to force the Colonists back into some kind of feudal relationship, with Church and Crown both. But they had certainly not sailed across an ocean to backslide into anything along such lines, and 14pushed back with all their might and main. In April 1689, on the day of a Colonial rebellion against Andros, the Reverend Cotton Mather read a declaration aloud revealing the discovery of a horrid “Popish plot, wherein the bloody Devotees of Rome had in their Design and Prospect no less than the Extinction of the Protestant Religion.” The declaration also accused the Crown of contradicting the rights given to them as English subjects in 1215 in the Magna Carta. So the battle Samuel Adams and others would now be fighting in the 1760s was part of the same war the Americans had been fighting since the beginning of the previous century. The Puritans of Boston had seen in the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 a restoration to the principles of liberty, rescuing Great Britain from “the horrible brinks of Popery and Slavery.” So while those in Parliament seemed to have forgotten about all of this, the Americans had not. And would not. This—in a nutshell—was the gravamen of all that would follow.
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Cotton Mather (1663–1728)


So the connection from the Massachusetts Puritans of the seventeenth century to such as Samuel Adams in the eighteenth was quite inescapable. At age twenty-one, while pursuing a master’s degree at Harvard, he wrote his thesis on “Whether it be lawful to resist the supreme magistrate, if the commonwealth cannot be otherwise preserved.” But Adams’s animosity toward British corruption and power became dramatically personal in 1747 when, during a banking scandal, British elites tried to seize his family’s estates. The historian John Alexander says that for Adams this experience “served as a constant personal reminder that Britain’s power over the colonies could be exercised in arbitrary and destructive ways.”

But Adams was hardly alone in seeing the destructive arbitrary power of the British government. In 1747, a British commodore who needed men to serve on his ship sent a gang of sailors into the streets of Boston, seizing fifty men, who were “pressed” into service in the Royal Navy. But Bostonians fought back, eventually securing the release of the fifty, and 15then demanding that the Crown prosecute the guilty parties. That same year, Charles Chauncy, pastor of Boston’s First Church, preached that rulers must preserve the “civil rights” of their people and defend “their liberties.” They must guard “against the designs of those who would rule in a despotic manner.”

From 1748 through 1750, Samuel Adams wrote many essays on liberty for a weekly paper called the Independent Advertiser. In one he wrote against “arbitrary government,” saying a good government “condemns every instance of oppression and lawless power, derives a certain remedy to the sufferer by allowing him to remonstrate his grievances . . .” In another he called liberty “the choicest gift that heaven has lent to man,” and that there was nothing “which mankind are more passionately fond of, which they fight with more zeal for, which they possess with more anxious jealousy and fear of losing . . .”

In another he praised “our fathers” the Puritans, who “so severely felt the effects of tyranny and the weight of the bishops’ yoke, that they underwent the greatest difficulties and toils to secure to themselves and transmit to their posterity these invaluable blessings.” And he clearly understood the connection between liberty and virtue, writing, “Neither the wisest constitution nor the wisest laws will secure the liberty and happiness of a people whose manners are universally corrupt.” So already in the 1740s, Samuel Adams was delineating the idea of liberty that the Founders would adopt twenty-five years in the future.

But now in 1764, when the Sugar Tax and the threat of further taxes were proposed, Samuel Adams leapt to action, drafting a statement for the Massachusetts legislature that in its main points prefigured the entire landscape that lay ahead. “For if our Trade may be taxed why not our Lands?” he asked. And “[w]hy not the Produce of our Lands & every thing we possess or make use of?” Samuel Adams got to the very heart of the matter. “This,” he said “annihilates our Charter Right to govern & tax ourselves. It strikes our British Privileges, which as we have never forfeited them, we hold in common with our Fellow Subjects who are Natives of Britain.” The issues of the next decade were all there in 1764. “If taxes are laid upon us,” Adams said, “in any shape without our having a legal representation where they are laid, are we 16not reduced from the character of free subjects to the miserable state of tributary slaves?”



“Civil Government Is of God”

An even more detailed protestation to Parliament’s proposals came in a July 1764 pamphlet from James Otis Jr., who—taking his lead from John Locke—laid out the principles at stake. In his conclusion he declares that the very soul of his argument is simply that “civil government is of God.”


Has it [government] any solid foundation?—any chief cornerstone. . . ? I think it has an everlasting foundation in the unchangeable will of God. . . . Government. . . . is by no means an arbitrary thing depending merely on compact or human will for its existence. . . . There can be no prescription old enough to supersede the law of nature and the grant of God Almighty, Who has given to all men a natural right to be free; and they have it ordinarily in their power to make themselves so if they please. . . . If both those powers are retained in the hands of the many (where nature seems to have placed them originally), the government is a simple democracy, or a government of all over all. . . . [God is] the only monarch in the universe Who has a clear and indisputable right to absolute power because He is the only one Who is omniscient as well as omnipotent.



So British subjects did not get their rights from Parliament or the king, but from God. More shockingly, the king himself and all the members of Parliament—being subject to God’s laws—were under God’s authority precisely as all other British subjects were under God’s authority and were in this regard equal to all other British subjects. This lay at the heart of everything, beating to a pulp any ideas about the Divine Right of Kings. Although these ideas were central to the British Revolution of the previous century, many British leaders had by now forgotten about them. But the Americans would remind them of these things over and 17over and try to get them to be faithful to what they themselves had agreed to a century before.

And then Otis got to the main point. According to these ideas in the British constitution, “no parts of his majesty’s dominions can be taxed without their consent . . .” So in July 1764, we see the battle lines being drawn and have the grand themes of the American Revolution laid out. From across a great ocean, Otis was reminding England of its own laws and constitution, and of these two principles at its core. He hails the British constitution as “the most free one, and by far the best, now existing on earth,” and says that “by this constitution, every man in the dominion is a free man.” He then says that “no parts of his majesty’s dominions can be taxed without their consent” and “every part has a right to be represented in the supreme or some subordinate legislature.” Otis must also be credited for popularizing what would become the great battle cry of the next few years: “Taxation without representation is tyranny.”

But Otis was merely reminding everyone of what they had ostensibly already established. Were not these the stated beliefs of England? But as these events would unfold, it would become clear that these ideas had never really been properly settled at all, and the Revolution would be how they would finally be settled, at least for those living in the American Colonies.



Two Cultures Separated by a Common Ocean

Though there were certain figures like James Otis Jr. and Samuel Adams—and John Adams as we shall see—who took the lead in clarifying the issues at stake, there was a general cultural climate in New England that placed great value on these issues, and which had made it possible for the Colonies essentially to govern themselves. Average Americans had been catechized in Locke’s Second Treatise and in the idea that our rights come not from the king—or even Parliament—but from God. So these principles were central to American culture and identity, but England was another story. For some Whigs like Edmund Burke and William Pitt, these principles were settled, but for many others they were not. And just as Parliament never expected the strong American resistance to their proposed taxes, the Americans could 18hardly dream that Parliament really meant for them to accede to having their cherished liberties violated. Only when we fully appreciate the dramatic divergence of the cultures of England and the Colonies at this time can we understand what followed.



Boycotting British Goods

One example of the Americans’ dedication to these ideas becomes obvious in their resolve to boycott British goods. Once the threat of these additional taxes loomed, the boycott was quickly put into practice, and to great effect. It began when fifty merchants added teeth to the written objections of Adams and Otis by refusing to purchase luxury goods from British merchants. Some even talked of increasing colonial manufactures, so that they would be less beholden to England. This is the first instance in which we see Americans aware of the great economic power they wielded, and willing to use that power to make a political point. This is also the first instance in which we see the Colonies begin to unite. Their common complaint against what they saw as English injustice gave them something in common which they simply hadn’t had before. And it seems that this economic pressure more than anything else was what would eventually push Parliament to repeal the Stamp Tax, although the most notable form of protest would come in the shape of violent mob riots, as we shall soon see.

So as the months of 1764 passed, opposition to the Stamp Tax grew. By December, six colonies—Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New York, New Jersey, and Virginia—had sent protestations of one kind or another to Parliament, laying out their objections. Parliament high-handedly ignored all of them. But the common cause that all the Colonies felt in opposing the Stamp Act marked another dramatic step forward on what we now know as the road to Revolution.




	*  After the fourteenth-century invention of the Close Stool—which was a seat, sometimes embroidered with cushions, with a covered lid, beneath which was placed a chamber pot—the word “stool,” which then and still now refers to a chair or seat, eventually came to refer to that which proceeded from their use. The inventive and entrepreneurial efforts of Sir Thomas Crapper (1836–1910) regarding flush toilets in the late nineteenth century similarly caused that man’s name to become synonymous with the toilets themselves, and then in an abbreviated form with those end products with them associated.

	*  He also said he had “the most correct, genteel and artful pen,” and was “a man of refined policy, steadfast integrity, exquisite humanity, genteel erudition, obliging, engaging manners, [and] real as well as professed piety.”

	*  Like his cousin John, his deep Christian faith made him an ardent opponent of slavery. When he was married, someone gave him as a wedding gift a female slave, which he refused on principle. “A slave cannot live in my house,” he explained, “if she comes she must be free.” So the woman came to live in their home, but he and his wife treated her as a family member and eventually were able to free her officially. In later years, Adams pushed for free public education for girls as well as boys, and believed that Native Americans—whom he called “savages,” as was the habit of that time—could be educated in adopting the ideas of liberty.
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Chapter Two Parliament Debates the Stamp Act


And now will these Americans, children planted by our care, nourished up by our indulgence until they are grown to a degree of strength and opulence, and protected by our arms, will they grudge to contribute their mite to relieve us from the heavy weight of that burden under which we lie?

—Charles Townshend

AMong the Handful of figures in Parliament who agreed with the Americans on this issue was a military hero named Isaac Barré, whose powerful response to what Charles Townshend said in favor of the Stamp Tax became especially famous. In two years’ time, Townshend himself would become known as “Champagne Charley” for an unforgettable speech given after some post-prandial excesses, as we shall see, and would at that time become despised by Americans for what came to be known as the oppressive “Townshend Acts.” But that was still two years in the future. On this day in 1765—February 6th—the debate was on the Stamp Tax.

Barré and Townshend seem to underscore a theme we see again and again in this unfolding epic drama, where often comically effete, out-of-touch, and dissolute elites on one side do battle with principled, morally upright figures on the other. Barré had fought with tremendous bravery 20in the French and Indian War. When a bullet struck his face during the Quebec expedition, he forever lost the use of his right eye, and he is heroically pictured in one of the most famous paintings of the eighteenth century, titled The Death of General Wolfe, by Benjamin West.
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Barré spoke first and spoke powerfully. He knew that most in Parliament were deeply ignorant of the Americans’ passionate and principled objections to the Stamp Tax. There are “very few who know the circumstances of North America,” he said, and before Parliament voted, they should at least know how strongly against the previously passed Sugar Act the Americans were. He then called the Stamp Tax “odious,” saying that the Americans “tremble at it.” No one doubted Parliament had the power and the legal right to do as they liked, but Barré sternly cautioned them, “lest the power be abused, the right subverted, and two million of unrepresented people mistreated and in their own opinion slaves.”

“Champagne Charley” then rose to blast a loud raspberry at everything Barré had just said. Townshend’s magnificently patronizing response forms an almost perfect portrait of how Parliament could get everything so wrong and prefigures how they would tragically and spectacularly stumble forward in the years ahead. First, Townshend took great umbrage at the very notion that the Colonies would dare to oppose the proposed tax. “And now will these Americans,” he asked, “children planted by our care, nourished up by our indulgence until they are grown to a degree of strength and opulence, and protected by our arms, will they grudge to contribute their mite to relieve us from the heavy weight of that burden under which we lie?”

For Isaac Barré, the tone-deaf inanity was too much. His withering response immediately became famous, illustrating why he was thought such a formidable orator. In fact, before choosing the law and a subsequent military career, Barré was courted to become an actor by no less than 21David Garrick himself. But Barré of course chose another path, such that his histrionic gifts were displayed in the service of his country, and it is for this speech mocking Townshend that he is most remembered.

He began with biting sarcasm. “They planted by your care?” Barré scoffed. “No! Your oppression planted ’em in America. They fled from your tyranny to a then uncultivated and unhospitable country where they exposed themselves to almost all the hardships to which human nature is liable, and among others to the cruelties of a savage foe . . .” If anyone in Parliament was familiar with the American narrative, it was Barré. “They nourished by your indulgence?” he asked. “They grew by your neglect of ’em.” The economic facts were on Barré’s side. Many others, such as Benjamin Franklin, made the same case, saying that when the Colonies were left alone—which was sometimes called a policy of “salutary neglect”—they thrived spectacularly, and this only redounded to the great economic benefit of the British, via trade. So it was self-destructive foolishness to kick this great gift horse in the mouth.

Barré continued: “As soon as you began to care about ’em, that care was exercised in sending persons to rule over ’em . . . to misrepresent their actions and to prey upon ’em; men whose behaviour on many occasions has caused the blood of those sons of liberty to recoil within them . . .” This marked the first time the phrase “sons of liberty” was spoken, and when a few weeks later the ardent Boston patriots read Barré’s speech in a newspaper, they gleefully adopted it for themselves.

Then Barré made his final point. “They protected by your arms?” he asked. “They have nobly taken up arms in your defense, have exerted a valor amidst their constant and laborious industry for the defense of a country whose frontier while drenched in blood, its interior parts have yielded all its little savings to your emolument. . . . The people I believe are as truly loyal as any subjects the king has, but a people jealous of their liberties and who will vindicate them if ever they should be violated . . .”

But Barré’s memorable eloquence did not win the day. The Stamp Act was passed by an overwhelming margin of four to one, and in the House of Lords, it passed unanimously. On March 22nd, the royal goose quill scratched it into law. But it would not take effect until November, giving 22the Americans ample time to raise unholy heck against it, which they now would certainly do, beginning with a speech in Virginia by a certain young lawyer. In fact, many thought it was the spark of this speech that set off all the fireworks that followed.


Patrick Henry Makes His Debut
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Patrick Henry (1736–1799)


On May 14th, ships bearing the shocking news of the Act’s passage arrived in Boston, and two weeks later, the news came to Virginia, where a country lawyer named Patrick Henry had just been elected to the House of Burgesses. Henry is most famous for his “Give me Liberty or give me Death!” speech, delivered ten years later in 1775, one month before the Battles of Lexington and Concord; it would vault him into that rare pantheon of figures whose spoken words have changed the course of history. But already now in 1765 he would change history, and establish himself as one of the most eloquent and audacious voices against British tyranny. Indeed, he was the very first American who dared to employ the word “tyrant” to describe George III; he was also the first American publicly to be accused of treason.

Actually, both things happened two years earlier, in 1763, when Henry was arguing an important case called “The Parson’s Cause,” which was itself a notable event in the run-up to the American Revolution.



“The Parson’s Cause”

The Parson’s Cause effectively pitted the dissenting American evangelicals of that time against the Church of England, which was the official and “established” church in Virginia. George Whitefield and the Great Awakening had come to Virginia twenty-five years earlier, and Patrick Henry had been right in the middle of it. In fact, his favorite book was 23
The Rise and Progress of Religion in the Soul* by Philip Doddridge, who was himself an evangelical dissenter. So Henry was especially sensitive to British attempts to force Anglicanism on any Virginians who preferred a more evangelical expression of the faith, and like many, he felt the Anglican Church was being used by the British Crown to deprive Virginians of their religious liberties. But in the course of arguing the case, he dared to say that any king who annulled a good law—in this case it was the Two Penny Act—was a “tyrant.” Henry further declared that such a ruler “forfeits all right to his subjects’ obedience.” This was a shockingly bold thing to say in 1763, and the opposing counsel instantly denounced Henry’s words as “treasonous.” But what he said resounded strongly with many Virginians, who like Henry and other evangelicals were already thinking along such lines. They felt that their obedience to God came before their obedience to the king and were glad someone had dared to say so out loud. Henry afterward fought and won many legal battles for dissenters such as the Baptists and Quakers, who were discriminated against by the Church of England.

So now in 1765, when the Stamp Act was passed, Henry would once more stand defiantly against the Crown—and again be accused of treason. He had had only been a member of the House of Burgesses for ten days when a ship delivered the news of the Stamp Act’s passage. It was May 28th, so late in the legislative session that most of the members—George Washington among them—had already skedaddled away from the heat of Williamsburg to the coolness of their plantations. But the next day, the newly minted legislator rose in the assembly to denounce the Stamp Act with every atom of his being. In a sidewise fashion he also flew as dangerously close to the sun of actual treason as any American ever had, skillfully flirting with the shocking idea of taking the life of George III. But what exactly did Henry say?

Until the twentieth century, accounts of it were second- and third-hand, so that what he actually said was mostly misrepresented. The oft-repeated claim was that when Henry was accused of treason for his 24remarks, he had the more boldly replied, “If this be treason, let’s make the most of it!” Though that phrase is still in most history books, we have no evidence that he said it, and it was not until 1921 that an eyewitness account of what he actually said finally emerged, in the diary of an unknown Frenchman passing through Williamsburg, who had stood in the lobby of the House of Burgesses and heard it all.

According to the anonymous traveler, Henry in his speech said that Julius Caesar “had his Brutus” and King Charles “had his Cromwell,” and Henry didn’t doubt that “some good American” would similarly stand up for his country—although “in a more moderate manner.” But it seems that there were shouts of treason before his clever caveat, so that many never heard that caveat. The two dramatic historical allusions, however, were lost on no one. Brutus was of course one of the leading figures in Caesar’s assassination, and Cromwell had led the charge in calling for King Charles I’s head. So the Speaker of the House immediately sprang up to denounce these words as treason, at which point several others chimed in their own condemnations.

But according to the Frenchman’s diary, Henry at this point deftly backtracked, quickly declaring that he would “[s]how his loyalty to his majesty King George III at the expense of the last drop of his blood, but what he said must be attributed to the interest of his country’s dying liberty which he had at heart.” So it seems that Henry did not openly embrace “treason” at this juncture, as the legends claimed. But he may as well have, because everyone remembered the cries of “treason” against him and hailed it as a breathtakingly courageous performance in the cause of liberty. A fellow member of the Virginia House said that Henry had played “on the line of treason, without passing it.” In any case, his remarks were undeniably audacious—as Henry had been before and would be again—and are rightly credited with igniting the conflagration that raged throughout the Colonies in the months and years following.

Although the thirty-three-year-old Washington missed the historic oratory, another future founder did not. Thomas Jefferson, then a twenty-two-year-old law student at the College of William and Mary, was standing at the door of the chamber, along with the unknown Frenchman, and heard and saw everything. Jefferson said that Henry’s eloquence had 25been “such as I never heard from any other man. He appeared to me to speak as Homer wrote.”



The Virginia Resolves

Henry’s oratorical gifts—as with his most famous speech in 1775— did what the best oratory has always done, moving its audience not merely to admiration, but to action, which was what made him such an effective trial lawyer. But that day in the House of Burgesses his soaring words specifically argued for the passage of five resolves against the Stamp Act. Soon hailed everywhere as the “Virginia Resolves,” they were published in newspapers throughout the colonies, and like a lightning bolt quickly galvanized widespread opposition. Massachusetts Governor Thomas Hutchinson—soon to be on the painful receiving end of that opposition—complained that it was the publication of these infernal resolves in the Massachusetts press that led to all the considerable troubles there.

What the Virginia Resolves said is hardly shocking today. But to readers at that time, they were—we might say—revolutionary. First, they said the American colonists possessed all the liberties and privileges of anyone living in England, hardly something everyone in Parliament agreed with. Second, that Americans were therefore entitled to tax themselves—or to be taxed by those they had themselves elected to represent them. In other words, Parliament did not have that right, since the Americans were not represented in Parliament. Henry’s resolves further declared that this idea was central to the British Constitution. So the “Virginia Resolves” clearly denounced the Stamp Act as “unconstitutional” and strikingly and more publicly than ever denounced the principle of “taxation without representation.”

When these declarations appeared in colonial newspapers, something was unleashed. For example, a week after Henry’s speech, the Massachusetts Assembly called for a meeting of representatives from all the Colonies that October in New York. This would come to be called the Stamp Act Congress, and as a show of colonial unity, it greatly alarmed some in Parliament. Benjamin Franklin had headed up the Albany Congress in 1754, but that desire for colonial unity aimed to help Great 26Britain and was certainly not for the purposes of opposing an act of Parliament. The Americans had crossed a bold new line.

In a moment, we will turn to the part that mob violence played in resistance to the Stamp Act. But before that, we must mention the tremendously important role many ministers played in preaching to their congregants on these issues, as they had been doing for some time. As evidenced by the story of the aforementioned “Parson’s Cause” trial, there were deep religious roots beneath this suddenly fast-growing—and to some suddenly visible—Tree of Liberty.



Pulpits Aflame for Liberty

Since the previous century, many colonial pastors had been shaping the minds of their congregants on how Christian faith was obliged to address political and governmental matters and could lead to civil disobedience. In 1750, Jonathan Mayhew, the minister of West Church in Boston, preached a sermon John Adams later claimed everyone had read or knew of. It was printed and became tremendously popular. Entitled “A Discourse Concerning the Unlimited Submission and Non-Resistance to the High Powers,” it was essentially a refutation of the idea that kings or governments could rule with arbitrary power, an idea that many Christians misunderstand because of the famous passage in Chapter 13 of the New Testament’s Book of Romans.* Mayhew refuted the idea that this passage meant Christians must simply bow to whatever the government demanded. “It is blasphemy to call tyrants and oppressors God’s ministers,” he said. “When [they] rob and ruin the public, instead of being guardians of its peace and welfare, they immediately cease to be the ordinance and ministers of God, and no more desire that glorious character than common pirates and highwaymen.” Faithful believers hadn’t bowed the knee to Nebuchadnezzar—or to Haman or to Caesar—had they?

27
New England ministers had been preaching along such lines ever since the Puritans left England over their own disagreements with the government there. So these ideas were part of the warp and woof of New England culture. In fact, John Adams in a letter to Abigail a decade later touched on the very same subject. Her mother had just died, and after praising his mother-in-law, Adams wrote the following. “There is one thing however, which you will forgive me if I hint to you,” he said. “Let me ask you rather, if you are not of my opinion?”
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John Adams said that everyone had read Mayhew’s 1750 sermon, encouraging Christians to resist tyrannical government.



Were not her talents and virtues too much refined to private, social and domestic life? My opinion of the duties of religion and morality, comprehends a very extensive connection with society at large, and the great interest of the public. Does not natural morality, and much more Christian benevolence, make it our indispensable duty to lay ourselves out, to serve our fellow creatures to the utmost of our power, in promoting and supporting those great political systems, and general regulations upon which the happiness of multitudes depends? The benevolence, charity, capacity and industry which exerted in private life, would make a family, a parish, or a town happy, employed upon a larger scale, in support of the great principles of virtue and freedom of political regulations, might secure whole nations and generations from misery, want and contempt. Public virtues, and political qualities therefore should be incessantly cherished in our children.



The idea that faith is merely a private matter—which often has been called pietistic—would militate against fighting tyrannical power, whether via sermon or pamphlet or civil disobedience, or eventually via 28taking up arms. But the pulpits of Massachusetts and most of its citizens were steeped in the idea that it was their Christian duty to oppose tyrannical government, and they would lead the way in persuading the other colonies along such lines.

So now as a result of the Sugar Act and the Stamp Act, the pulpits would again lead the way in responding. But what Mayhew had said in 1750 summed it up. “The king is as much bound by his oath not to infringe the legal rights of the people, as the people are bound to yield subjection to him,” he said. “From whence it follows that as soon as the prince sets himself up above the law, he loses the king in the tyrant. He does, to all intents and purposes, unking himself.” To most Bostonians of Puritan stock, this would have made perfect sense. “The subject’s obligation to allegiance then ceases, of course,” Mayhew continued, “and to resist him is no more rebellion than to resist any foreign invader . . . it is making use of the means, and the only means which God has put into their power for mutual and self-defense.”

So the question for most Bostonians was not whether to resist, but how. Many pushed back in written form, as John Adams did in what he wrote in the Boston Gazette that year. Some communicated their opposition in speeches, as Patrick Henry did. But there was one form of resistance that was every much as central toward moving opinion as these others, to which we must now turn our attentions, and which is usually known by the term “mob violence.”




	*  It was this book that in 1785 would lead to the Christian conversion of William Wilberforce, who led the battle against the slave trade in Parliament.

	*  The King James Bible version reads: “Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God. Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation. For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? Do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same.”
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Chapter Three Mob Violence Comes to Boston


And I, brethren, if I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? Then is the offense of the cross ceased. I would they were even cut off which trouble you.

—Galatians 5:11–12

As Soon as News of the Stamp Act’s passage became known to them, nine men began meeting at a distillery on Hanover Square, near the Boston Common. A magnificent 120-year-old elm tree towered over one edge of the square and would figure famously in what they were planning, set to occur on August 14th. They dubbed themselves “The Loyal Nine,” but would soon become widely known as the “Sons of Liberty,” having happily seized the name from Barré’s speech in Parliament. Their determined goal was to make sure the Stamp Act was neutralized before it officially took effect on November 1st, by nearly any means necessary, which would involve what we might describe as political theater, although this would quickly metamorphose into mob violence, which was not unintentional.

It is almost certain these nine men were in touch with Samuel Adams and with James Otis Jr. We know that John Adams met with them at the distillery at least once, although he was not at all pleased with the methods 30they would be employing. After all, there were other ways to counter what Parliament was proposing. For example on June 6th, the Massachusetts Assembly proposed the radical idea of the aforementioned “Stamp Act Congress,” a meeting of representatives from all the colonies to take place that October.* And both Adamses and Otis and others would write a steady stream of articles, usually published in the Whiggishly-inclined pages of the Boston Gazette. But what the Loyal Nine—or Sons of Liberty—had in mind involved public demonstrations and would require what we today call “muscle,” for which they turned to two working-class mobs in Boston at that time.

It is only proper and right that we would today protest against violence in political protest. John Adams and others did so at that time, too. But we must also acknowledge the realities of eighteenth-century America, in which the common people did not have the same recourse to legal processes as we do. So it is at least understandable that they sometimes might express themselves in less civil ways. The working classes of Boston—and often in cities in England too—knew that the elites who ruled over them sometimes abused their powers and usually got away with it. So if they sometimes stooped to fend for themselves via extra-legal means, we cannot be surprised.

One early example of this took place in 1747, when the aforementioned British naval fleet anchored south of Boston and proceeded to kidnap citizens to serve in His Majesty’s Navy. For centuries, Britain’s Royal Navy had sent “press gangs” into the streets of coastal cities to snatch any men of the right age for service into what was for most a cruel and awful existence. Even though arguably against the British Constitution, the poor souls “pressed” into such service hardly had the means for legal recourse, and refusing to “volunteer” along such lines was even punishable by hanging. While these men sailed the Seven Seas, their families were left without a provider. Scurvy was also so rampant on British vessels that many died from it, never to return home. The horror of press gangs was common 31enough that it would be mentioned in the “Declaration” as one of the complaints justifying our separation from England.* So when this happened in 1747, a working-class mob took control of Boston and refused to yield until the commodore of the fleet released every one of the men he had seized. Given all we know, it is difficult to blame these men for taking matters into their own hands.

So now eighteen years later, the “Loyal Nine” turned to the same rough-and-tumble citizens that had successfully fought back in 1747. Actually, there existed two reasonably organized mobs in Boston at this time, one from Boston’s South End and another from its North End. Each November 5th, these opposing gangs would brawl in the streets of the city on “Pope’s Night”—which was an American version of Guy Fawkes Day and was similarly anti-Catholic in nature. We may also see it as anti-elite more generally, since for the Boston descendants of Puritans, the Catholic Church and the Church of England both represented the royal establishment—and the Established Churches—that had persecuted their forebears.

[image: A woodcut-style illustration shows a robed figure in religious attire perched atop a cart drawn by two grotesque, horned demon-like beings. More demonic figures cluster around as a church structure sits on the cart. The scene is dark, supernatural.]

Pope’s Night
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Pope’s Night in Boston


[image: Portrait illustration of an older man with curly, shoulder-length hair, wearing a buttoned formal jacket and a white cravat. He is facing forward with a neutral expression and visible facial lines.]




[image: Oval portrait of an older man with white hair, dressed in a dark coat and white cravat. He faces forward with a serious expression. The plain background emphasizes his features. The image appears historical and formal.]






The Liberty Tree Makes Its Debut
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[image: A historical illustration shows a large crowd gathered outdoors around a tree where several people are hanging. Others stand nearby, watching and pointing. More trees and the crowd fill the background.]
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The Riot of August 14th








John Adams Weighs In











The Riot of August 26th



[image: A young man dressed in eighteenth-century clothing sits at a table, holding a large book. He looks forward with a slight smile. On the table are a quill, an inkwell, papers, and a draped cloth partially covering it.]








	*  Their stated goal was “to consult together on the present Circumstances of the Colonies, and the difficulties to which they are and must be reduced by the operation of the late Acts of Parliament for levying Duties and Taxes on the Colonies, and to consider of a general and humble Address to his Majesty and the Parliament to implore Relief.”

	*  “He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands.”

	*  We may still see echoes of this—minus the anti-Catholicism—in our own Devil’s Night and Halloween traditions.
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